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Rome and Jules

 

By Tara Lain

 

Two werewolf households, both alike in dignity….

Rome Siracusa, youngest son of the alpha of the nouveau-riche Siracusa pack, wants to be a faithful son and pack member, but he’s got two big secrets. One, he’s blessed with enhanced hearing, vision, strength, and the ability to shift at will. Second, he’s gay, a fact he can’t admit to his deadly homophobic father.

Rome crashes a party at the mansion of his pack’s greatest enemy, the ancient, pure-blooded Havillands. Jules, the gay son of the drunkard alpha, is being married off to a rich entrepreneur. Smitten and moved by the beautiful male’s plight, Rome tries to find a way to save Jules—while digging himself deeper into pack politics and navigating his own arranged marriage. Secrets climb out of the caves as the werewolf gods speak through the mouths of their children, and the two great families clash, suffocating the hopes of star-crossed lovers.




“The idea of being a lone wolf makes me physically ill. It’s a curse, man.”

 

“Yeah, I know, and worst for us, the sons of alphas. Thousands of years of pack consciousness drives us to protect and save. Shit.”

 

They both stared at the rocky dirt. Rome said, “What are we going to do, Jules?”

 

“Our duty, I guess.” He sat up in front of Rome and took his hands.

 

“Supporting the degeneracy of your pack and the prejudices of mine? Gotta admit, that feels like a crock of shit.”

 

“Yeah, and we’re in it neck-deep.” He raised Rome’s hands and kissed them.

 

“But they haven’t married us off yet. Let’s keep our chins up and mouths closed and hope nobody makes waves.” Grabbing Jules tightly, Rome kissed him passionately. “For the first time in my life, I want something more than to make my father proud of me.”






To Lynn West—for keeping me on track, always encouraging and inspiring me, and introducing me to Rome and Jules.






Chapter One

 

 

ROME Siracusa dug his fingers into the wire of the fence and watched his best friend, Merrick Vitale, slam the tennis ball back across the net so hard it whistled. Ty Montgomery, Merrick’s opponent in every sense of the word, wasn’t ready, and the ball smashed his cheekbone before careening off into the sidelines.

“Ow, shit!” Ty grabbed for his face and staggered back, the tennis racquet flying. “You trash asshole, you did that on purpose.”

Merrick held up his hands in innocence, but his soft chuckle didn’t exactly reinforce the message. Neither did the applause of Merrick’s brothers, cousins, and friends lining the court—all members of the Siracusa pack.

Ty charged forward, and Merrick started to look worried. Montgomery had a vicious temper, and even in the “safe zone” of the country club, Merrick could be in deep shit.

PJ Havilland, one of Ty’s legion of crappy cousins, slammed past Rome, clipping his shoulder and sending him flying into the fence as he raced to stop Ty from killing somebody and getting banned from the club.

The wire dragged against the tattoos on Rome’s bare arm, scraping off the skin so red blood mixed with the black of the tats. Shit! Asshole! Rome stuck out a foot just as PJ stepped onto the tennis court, and the tall skinny guy flew through the air, coming down on his face and one arm, effectively stopping his forward movement. “Goddamn! Ow, my arm.”

Rome controlled his smile. PJ’s arm must hurt badly if he mentioned it before his face, which oozed blood across his cheek. Two fucking Havilland pack members less pretty—not that PJ would win any beauty prizes. Ty, on the other hand—he might be an enemy, but that guy was delicious in a stocky, mean-as-fuck sort of way.

Watch yourself! Rome glanced around to be sure no one had observed him lusting after a guy. Nothing pissed off his alpha-male clan more than a homosexual werewolf, aka a queer were.

Francis Chan, hired from an outside pack to serve as an official—read: guard—at the country club, ran over to Ty, who now squatted on the court holding his face. “You hurt bad?”

He pointed at Merrick, who walked jauntily toward Rome. “That bastard did it on purpose.”

“I’m sure not, Mr. Montgomery.”

“Like fucking hell.”

“Let me check on Mr. Havilland.” Francis moved his sympathy to PJ, who lay on the ground holding his arm, his face still bleeding. Francis grabbed the walkie-talkie from his belt and called into it, “Need a medic on court three.” He squatted beside PJ. “What happened?”

PJ gave Rome a glance full of hate. “He tripped me.”

Rome sauntered onto the court. “I actually might have and I apologize, but PJ ran into me and pushed me against the fence. As I was trying to keep from falling, my leg may have gotten in his way.” Hey, that might be true. Rome gave Merrick a glance to keep him from laughing.

The medic cart pulled up and two guys, also hired from outside—Dark Harbor wolves did not labor in the ranks—jumped out. One came to where Francis and PJ sat, and the other ran to Ty, who shrugged off his help like he couldn’t stand the touch of such a lowborn lackey. A helper girl spied Rome’s bleeding arm and offered assistance. He accepted a sterile wipe and a Band-Aid with thanks.

The Havilland pack members, which included the Montgomerys and many of the oldest families of the Dark Harbor beach community, pressed against the fence, glowering, their low-key, well-worn tennis clothes contrasting with the more fashionable and flashy Siracusa togs. Two of them walked onto the court and helped Ty off, but he turned back to Merrick with narrowed eyes and hissed, “The day’s coming when all you gangster scum will find yourselves back in the gutters of New York where you came from.” His gaze shifted to Rome and for a second his nostrils flared. The look said maybe he’d kill Rome—by fucking him to death.

Merrick, never one to back down, flipped Ty the bird. “Yeah, right. That’ll be after you Havillands genteelly drive yourselves to the poorhouse, loser.”

Ty’s normally muddy-brown eyes glowed gold for a second. Rome sucked wind. Only alpha-class werewolves could shift at any time other than the full moon. Shit, if Ty was alpha, that made him twice as scary—that much power with an uncontrolled temper.

But even if he was, the Dark Harbor Country Club, open to all residents of Dark Harbor for a fancy fee, was a No Shift zone. That actually applied to all of Dark Harbor, even though the enclave was surrounded by gates, fences, and heavy forest on one side to separate them from humans. Still, people could look in through the enclosures, and kids often took it as a dare to sneak into Dark Harbor. They should post a sign saying Trespassers Will Be Eaten. The enclave was too close to Newport for shifting. To get furry, the packs hauled ass north toward a huge section of old-growth forest owned by Dark Harbor, but adjacent to a state recreation area. It gave them more room to run, even if an occasional hiker got shocked by an encounter with a wolf that was presumed to be extinct in Rhode Island.

That left the Dark Harbor packs in close and very uncomfortable proximity a lot of the time. When he was smaller, Rome had asked his dad why they couldn’t just gather up the Siracusa pack and go back to New York, and always got the same answer. They’d worked their fuzzy asses off for three generations to be rich enough and prominent enough to move the pack to Dark Harbor. No way they’d give it up. Better the Havillands should move. Of course, the Havillands’ ancestors founded Dark Harbor, so that’d happen right after the temperature dropped to minus thirty in hell.

“I could use a drink. You want one?” Merrick nudged Rome as he walked toward the clubhouse. Rome cast one last look back at Ty. Intriguingly, the asshole stared at Rome like food. Of course, for a werewolf that might not be a good thing.

In the club lounge, the hostess fluttered her lashes at Rome and led them back to their usual table by the window, where a cute waitress brought them each their favorite beer. The Siracusas didn’t have the old family cachet of the Havillands, but their nouveau was very, very riche, a claim that couldn’t be made by all the Dark Harbor packs anymore, especially the Havillands.

A giggle went up from the other side of the cocktail lounge, and Merrick’s gaze followed the sound like radar. He grinned. “Rhonda sighting. Rhonda sighting.”

Rome looked across the room to a table of five females sipping pink drinks and glancing his way. Yep, there she was—Rhonda Montgomery, a first cousin of the Havillands, busty, blonde, and dumber than a pile of driftwood. She stared at him like she might look at a wild animal and fluttered her lashes over her big blue doe eyes—half in invitation and half in fear.

“Come on, Rome. Go say hello.” Merrick leaned on his bare forearms, flashing their brilliant Siracusa tattoos.

“I’ve had enough of the Havillands for one day.”

“Oh man, how could you get enough of that? I’d be there in a minute, but I’m not the much-heralded son of the alpha with the power of creating more bouncing baby alphas in my loins. Rhonda won’t look down her high-bridged Havilland nose at me.” He stared at the gaggle of females. “But I bet I can rack up some bank on one or two of the others.”

Rome shrugged. “You’ve got a death wish, my friend. I’m staying here. Hell, Rhonda wouldn’t want me any more than you.”

Merrick snorted. “Don’t shit a shitter, my man. With your daddy’s power and money and you, all dark hair and sexy eyes and tats, you could be her walk on the wild side. Maybe not highborn enough to marry, but good for a quick fuck against a giant oak.” He laughed at his own joke.

Rome released his sigh into the beer the waitress had put on the table. Man, was Merrick barking up the wrong tree—pun intended. He wished he could tell Merrick. He loved the guy. Best friend since grammar school. Hell, they’d first shifted at the same time. He told Merrick everything—except that. Not that.

Merrick drank deeply, like he was downing some courage. Then his eyes widened and he choked and tried to stand all at once.

Around him, the room got quiet. Rome looked up. Of course. “Hi, Dad.”

From a few feet away, Benedetto Siracusa surveyed the room—more like his domain. He nodded. “Rome.” After accepting dips of the head from the Siracusa pack members and glowers from the Havillands, he settled into a chair at Rome and Merrick’s table. Interesting no one smiled, but then, even Siracusa pack members feared Benedetto and the power he ruled by.

Merrick struggled back into his seat, the females obviously forgotten. Despite being Rome’s best friend, Merrick got really tongue-tied around Benedetto, and while Rome would never say so directly, it was an intelligent response. Unlike Gerard Havilland, Benedetto backed up his alpha credentials with a lot of extra human power as well—all of it dangerous. Being in Benedetto’s good graces? Definitely wise. “Can I get you a drink, sir?”

“Oh no, thank you, Merrick. I’m sure they’ll bring me my usual.” He turned his full focus on Rome. “I noticed you looking at those lovely females.”

Rome shrugged. “No harm in looking.”

“True.” Benedetto sat back and folded his hands across his big, muscular middle. “And I’m quite open to you doing more than looking.”

Rome’s heart gave a punch at his solar plexus, and he cleared his throat to cover it. “Sir, all of those girls are Havilland pack.”

“Good observation. Yes, they are.” He smiled coolly and stood to his full, though not considerable, height. If his father had been taller, his advantage over others would have been way past fair. As it was, Benedetto Siracusa stood a mighty five foot nine of total intimidation. Rome towered over him, having inherited his stature along with his bold features from his tall, willowy mother, whom he’d barely known. His dad nodded. “Just keep my approval in mind.”

What the fuck? “Very well, sir.”

With that the alpha exited the premises, ignoring the waitress who rushed toward him with a glass of Campari and soda, his previously mentioned favorite. He strode right past her without a glance, and she visibly sighed. She still probably felt like a failure. Poor kid.

Merrick slid out of his seat and into the chair next to Rome. “Shit, man, what do you think that means? He’s giving you a green light on hooking up with Rhonda.”

“He never said Rhonda.” Sipping his beer, he tried to soften the frown creeping across his face.

“You kidding? Who else would he mean?”

Rome shrugged. Of course his father meant Rhonda, and that gave him the willies.

“Do you think that means he wants an alliance with Havilland pack?”

That snapped Rome’s head up. Man, some alpha’s son he was. That should have been the first idea in his head—if he wasn’t so obsessed with hiding his kink for guys. “Interesting idea.” He stared in his beer. “Or planning a takeover.”

“Shit! You think?”

Rome shook his head. “No. Just throwing out another possibility. Your idea’s more likely. Of course, if Ty Montgomery saw me hitting on his cousin, there’d be war, not peace.”

Merrick gave him a sly grin. “But how would he tell who you are behind a mask?”

Rome snorted. “Am I planning to rob the Havillands of Rhonda?”

“Well, you could steal a kiss—since I happen to know that tonight Rhonda will be attending a costume party in honor of the homecoming of Jules Havilland, the prodigal son, right? Big family celebration at the Havilland compound. Seems like a good chance to make contact with some big boobs.” His dimples popped. “Feel me?”

Rome drank beer to cover his shudder. Hell, he fucking had to do something about covering up his lack of interest in females. Maybe being married to a girl without many brains would be a good thing. It could cement an alliance, give her access to Siracusa money, and he’d never bother her in bed. Might be a win/win. “I’d need a costume that covers me.” What am I saying?

“But still makes you look hot.” Merrick laughed.

“I can’t come up with something in a few hours. Forget it.”

“Come on, Rome, it’ll be fun. Let’s sneak into town to the costume shop and see what we can find.”

“And if Ty or one of those other Havilland pack fuckers recognizes us?”

Merrick grinned so huge his teeth shone like the Big Bad Wolf. “Then we’ll have even more fun taking them out.”

Hell. At least he’d get to admire Ty’s ass.

 

 

ROME watched the cars full of people in costumes driving by them as he navigated toward the opposite end of Dark Harbor from the Siracusa homes. Havilland House occupied the top of a high ridge looking over the ocean—the most prestigious site in the complex. Built around it down the hill, the homes of the pack members lined the streets, each positioned like a commentary on their standing in the clan.

As they got close to the mansion, Rome said, “I’m going to drive past. Maybe we can see how much checking they’re doing.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Merrick turned his Darth Vader mask toward the window. Rome glanced over but had to keep his eyes on the road in the dense, slow-moving traffic.

They’d taken one of the Siracusas’ infrequently used cars so they were less likely to be spotted. He glanced around like they might be searching for a parking space, his Batman hood covering his well-known features.

Merrick said, “Damn, I just saw one of the guards lift a guy’s mask. They must be checking.”

Rome stared past Merrick. Sure enough, a female in a grand ball gown pulled off her half mask and lifted her face to the light so the guards could see her. The burly dude at the wrought-iron gate stared at her, then checked a tablet. “Jesus, maybe they have photos of all the guests.” He blew out his breath. “They’ll recognize both of us, or if they don’t, they’ll know we’re not on the list. We better give this up.”

“Hell no. I spent fifty bucks on this getup. I’m not leaving.” Merrick crossed his arms.

“How exactly do you plan to make this work?”

“Stealth, my man. Stealth.”

Rome gave Merrick a look that did no good since it was hidden by the Dark Knight, so he gave it up and drove two blocks down the hill, found a street with fewer houses, parked in a space between streetlights, and turned to Merrick. “Okay, man, what have you got in mind? I’m not willing to die for this female even if my father wants me to.”

Merrick pressed a hand against his chest in mock horror. “What? You won’t die at the alpha’s word?”

Rome glanced out the windshield at the half moon. “I’ll die for some things, maybe, but not for Rhonda Montgomery.”

“Ah me.” He fell back against his seat, eyes closed. “I’d gladly drown in her double Ds.”

“Have you got a plan for getting in there or not?”

He leaned forward. “As chance would have it, I just happened to encounter the Havilland ward, Buffy, after a night run in the forest.”

“Just happened?”

“Well, of course I did have to run four miles to catch her before that chance meeting. Nonetheless, she became very interested in my getting into her bedroom and happened to tell me about a rumored passage from the woods through an old underground corridor that the Havilland ancestors used to escape ravening hordes of vicious humans. She didn’t know where it was, but she said she’d read about it in a family diary.”

“Come on. It’s probably just a myth, or if it did exist, it’s long since collapsed.”

“Luke, I am your father. Would I lead you astray?”

Rome barked a laugh. “Are you telling me you know where this corridor is?”

“Yep. I figured if it ever came to war, it’d be useful strategic knowledge, so I went searching and—ta-da!—I found it, man. This is a way better reason to use it than war.” He laughed that raucous Merrick bray. “Come on.”

They slid out of the car and began walking down the road in full view, their costumes concealing them and making them less conspicuous than if they tried to hide. As they came up on the edge of the Havilland mansion grounds, Merrick looked around and paused until a group of costumed guests walked by, then grabbed Rome’s arm and pulled him into the bushes. The game was afoot, as the saying went. Here’s hoping we’re still on our feet by the end of the night.






Chapter Two

 

 

DARK. Click. Rome’s vision shifted to a near infrared, making the surroundings clear but eerie, like an old film negative. Merrick stumbled, and Rome grabbed his arm.

“Jeez, man, thanks. You’re one sure-footed bastard.” He grinned and began feeling around in the underbrush.

Rome said nothing. The “alpha advantage” was a whispered myth among weres, never confirmed by the leaders. Reason? The fact that no one knew for sure that born alphas had superior sight, hearing, smell, and other senses added advantage to the advantage. In battle, they could lead their pack from a position of strength. Of course, against other alphas—tough luck.

Only one person knew that Rome had the advantage—his mother’s father, Lawrence. The old man lived away from the pack in the forest near the wolfgod’s temple, and Rome had loved to visit him since he was small. An alpha in his own right, Lawrence knew the secrets and kept them guarded. When Rome suddenly started seeing aphids on leaves at ten paces in the dark, he’d run to Lawrence. Shit, he’d thought for sure he was sick or a weirdo and was scared to tell anyone else—even his best friend. Once he knew what he had, he still kept it secret so that a year later, no one else knew he was a confirmed alpha—including his father. Different alphas got their skills at different ages, Lawrence told him, and Rome had acquired the advantage earlier than most. Still, he sensed that neither of his older brothers had ever been blessed with the advantage. Anthony never could have kept it secret, and sometimes he caught his father staring at Federico, the oldest, with what seemed like disappointment. Why hadn’t Rome told Benedetto? Now there was a complex question.

“Hey, man, I found it!”

Rome shook himself. Right, this skulk through the woods had nothing to do with admiring the shine of dewdrops. “Let me help.” He hunkered down beside Merrick, who was struggling with a huge iron door set flat into the ground.

Moderating his strength so he didn’t knock Merrick off his feet, Rome grabbed the big handle and pulled. With the rasp of scraping metal and the squish of sucking mud, the door opened.

Merrick popped up and stared around, wide-eyed. Rome quieted. No sound. Apparently no one heard. They both looked into the hole below the iron door. More dark.

Okay, he could see to the bottom, which wasn’t far, but Merrick couldn’t, and Rome needed a plausible way to tell him they could easily jump in. He grabbed a handful of small gravel and tossed it into the hole. Only a second later, it made a tinkling sound as it hit something hard like stone. “Not far down. I’ll go first.”

“No, I should. If anything happens to you, they’ll kill me, so I might as well risk my life. Besides, it was my idea.” He chuckled.

It didn’t look dangerous, so Rome nodded but stayed alert as Merrick slid over the edge and dropped to a solid floor below. “Terra firma, baby. Come on down.” Rome dropped smoothly to his feet, reached up to close the iron door, and Merrick slapped a hand on his arm. “Wait. It’s dark in here. Have you got a light?”

“Yeah, I’ve got a flashlight app on my phone.” He fished under his Batman cape into his pants pocket, pulled out the phone, and flipped on the brilliant light.

“Good man!” Merrick grabbed the phone. “Let me lead.”

Rome climbed up a wooden ladder built into the wall, leaned out and grabbed the door, pulled it, and it slammed shut.

Merrick frowned. “How did you do that? That bitch is heavy.”

“Not coming this way. It opened on an angle, so it closed pretty easily.”

Merrick nodded and started down a narrow passage lined with gray stone. The tunnel curved slightly and ramped upward. Gradually the plain gray of the wall began to be interspersed with colorful blocks showing drawings that appeared to be older than the mansion was. Rome walked closer and stared. Faded colors depicted humans changing into wolves, wolves running through forests, and, amazingly, wolves mounting each other. Rome grinned. Did the Havillands know these were here?

Merrick chortled. “Whoa, werewolf porn.” He stared at the pictures with the flashlight close to the stone. “Holy shit.”

“What?” Rome looked back from his inspection of a dinner scene.

Merrick pointed at a drawing. “Am I nuts, or does the werewolf on the bottom have a dick?”

“Where?”

He tapped the wall, one brown eyebrow raised. “There.”


Rome snorted. “Well, I guess there’s not much question about the gender of the wolfie who’s getting ass-fucked.” The dong on the wolf extended from its haunches almost to the ground.

“That’s pretty amazing. Man, look. Here’re more of them.” He pointed at another block of drawings. “It’s a couple of human-form homos. Gods, who’d do this? I mean, I always knew the Havillands were pretty perverted about their sexual preferences—too much inbreeding, you know? But who’d advertise it on a wall? Shit.”

“Actually, I think these drawings are really old. I’m not sure the Havillands did this, or at least not any contemporary Havillands.”

“Shit, old-time ass-fuckers.” Merrick shook his head.

Rome turned away and shrugged. “To each his own, I guess.” His swelling dick reminded him that ass fucking was very much his own.

“You’re kidding?”

“No, hell. I stay out of other people’s business.” He started walking down the passage until he remembered he needed to let Merrick go first with the flashlight. He stumbled on purpose and bumped the wall.

“Here, dummy, let me in the lead.”

Rome fell in behind Merrick, and they marched a couple of minutes in silence.

“Uh, Rome, doesn’t the idea of two guys disgust you? I mean, beard stubble and chest hair. Shit, no boobs.”

Rome released a breath slowly. “I think people ought to live the way they want unless they’re hurting somebody else.”

“Well, yeah, me too, but I mean, the idea. You know, just between us.”

I could tell him. No. No reason. It would just put Merrick in an awkward position, having to keep my secret. He let his voice sound amused. “Hell, I bet gay guys go—” He waved a hand, minced his walk, and raised his voice. “Yuck, boobs and pussy. That’s disgusting.”

Merrick laughed so hard he dropped the phone and had to scamper after it as it slid back toward the entrance, highlighting the fact that they were on an uphill climb.

Rome’s half-mast erection from looking at the wolf drawings finally went down.

After climbing for another five minutes or so, they got to a door, also iron like the one in the woods, but this one upright. Rome scowled at it. “What happens if there’re fifty Havillands on the other side when we open the fucking door?”

“That’s the beauty of it. First, this opens into a small lounge back near the servants’ staircase, so it’s not used much. But the opening’s also covered by a heavy tapestry and this door pulls in, so we can listen to be sure there’s no one in the room before we barge through.”

Rome gave Merrick a sideways glance. “You have intimate knowledge of this secret entrance, my friend.”

He flashed his teeth. “Like I said, the female had serious interest in my visiting her bedroom without getting caught. I didn’t tell her how I got in because I didn’t want her to know that I found the tunnel. Honestly, it wasn’t that tough since the Havillands don’t seem to have many servants left—or maybe they were all somewhere else.” He shrugged.

“No, that jibes with what we’ve heard. Gerard Havilland hasn’t got his shit together and is running through the fortune left to him like claws through butter. Maybe this party is to get some of his dog on again.”

“Could be. The return of the Havilland heir has gotta be a big deal. He’s been gone a long time, and if he’s supposed to be the next alpha, he better be around to generate some trust among his pack.”

“Why was he gone?”

“Not sure. Sowing wild oats, maybe?” He grinned.

“Still, odd to leave your pack.” He shrugged. “Well, we’re here. Let’s see if we can get the door open without signaling every Havilland enforcer in fifty miles.”

Rome got to the door latch first, pushed it down, and pulled, trying to make it look harder than it was. There was some soft scraping, but not enough to attract anyone who wasn’t within a few feet. In the space he opened, Rome could see the stitches on the back of a heavy tapestry. He pressed closer and listened. Nothing. He sniffed. No one. With a shake of his head at Merrick, he slid into the narrow space between the wall and the tapestry and tried to keep the wall hanging from moving as he crept to the end and peeked around into a smallish room crowded with too much old-fashioned furniture. A fire burned in a large fireplace, even though the spring weather was mild, but nobody was there. Rome waggled a hand at Merrick, who started through the door just as the entrance to the room began to open and voices drifted in. “Get in here, young man, and don’t give me any of your shit.”

Rome slithered back behind the tapestry toward the opening and waved frantically at Merrick to stay put. He made it into the opening and pulled the door closed, leaving a narrow gap. He pressed his ear to it. His hearing was good enough that he probably could have picked up voices in the hall outside the salon , but even if he’d been hard of hearing, he would have caught the loud, slurred voice coming from the other side of the tapestry.

“I didn’t track you down and bring you home to defy me, boy. You’re going to do as I say.”

The reply was soft, lilting, and sent shivers up Rome’s spine. “I have no objections to the idea, sir. I just don’t understand why it has to be so fast.”

“Shit.” Whoever spoke sounded about forty sheets to the wind. “What is it about bankruptcy you don’t understand?”

Rome looked back at Merrick and widened his eyes. Suspicions confirmed.

The soft voice said, “If we have an agreement, surely they’ll do whatever you need done. There’s no reason you have to rush me into this. It’s going to have people talking, which I don’t think you want.”


“Okay, okay. We’ll discuss it. But we need to get this deal inked, and that’s gonna happen tonight.”

“All right.” The pretty voice sounded resigned.

The door to the room opened, then closed. For a second Rome thought it was empty, and then a soft sound stopped him.

Crying. The person was crying.

Something in Rome’s heart squeezed tight until his chest hurt. Maybe this person was a Havilland, but those tears sounded hopeless—a feeling he tried not to share.

Merrick opened his mouth to speak, and Rome pressed his fingers against his lips. “Shh.”

A couple of heartbreaking minutes later, the room door opened and closed again.

Silence.

Rome released his breath. “Okay, the coast is clear.”

“What was going on? I couldn’t hear it very well.”

“Oh, uh, me either. I just knew there were voices. There at the end, I think one of the people stayed behind for a minute. I just wanted to be sure.”

“Shall we give it a try?” Merrick’s teeth gleamed in the soft light.

Rome nodded and slid behind the tapestry again, this time emerging into the dimly lit room. Merrick pushed against his back. “Go. Who knows when someone else will come in?”

They hurried across the room to the door, and Rome pressed his ear against it. The sounds of partying murmured through the thick wood, but not any close conversations. “It’s okay—I think.” Slowly he opened the door. No one. He stepped out confidently, and Merrick followed. Swathed in their masks and costumes that covered their family tattoos, they only had to fit into the crowd.

Rome walked toward the noise of the party.

As they strode down the hall, they encountered more and more people, so they slowed their pace and looked convivial. A waiter passed with a tray of wineglasses, and Merrick and Rome each grabbed one.

Once they reached the huge reception area, an artifact from another time, they found people crowded into all the available spaces. Though the room was brightly decorated with candles and flowers, it added up to lipstick on a hog since the walls and furniture seemed to have a general air of shabbiness. The conversation in the reception room earlier flashed in Rome’s mind. Bankruptcy. Yeah, that’s what it looked like. Too much real estate and too little money to support it.

Still, people weren’t shy about consuming the liquor and getting into the spirit of the party. They sported every kind of costume from historical to contemporary. Quite a few of the females had taken the opportunity to show off their assets in skimpy outfits, masquerading as superheroes or famous vixens.

Merrick nudged Rome. “Check it.” He bobbed his head toward a gaggle of girls clustered by the far wall. Even among her peers, Rhonda stood out, dressed as what might be Helen of Troy, giant boobs draped in diaphanous chiffon, her tiny waist clasped in gold silk ties, and her long legs mostly bare to the world.

Rome nodded. “Yeah, she’s pretty spectacular.”

Merrick shook his head. “Shit, my man, you’re the master of cool if you’re not passing out at that sight.”

Rome leaned toward Merrick and said softly, “I kind of wish her brain was as big as her chest.”

“Uh, why?”

Rome snorted. “Okay, point taken.” Of course, if she were smart, she’d never be interested in him.

Merrick hooked an elbow toward a pretty girl alone by the wall. “Go ask that girl to dance. First, leave your cape with me so Rhonda gets a good look at your ass in those tights. She’ll be dying of jealousy over someone else getting your attention.” He laughed.

“She doesn’t know who I am and, if she did, I suspect she’d more interested in my bank account than my butt.”

“Multiple assets, my man. Multiple assets.”

“I’m keeping the cape, but I’ll ask her to dance.”

“Aww, damn.”

Rome gave Merrick a raised eyebrow that was wasted under the hood and threaded through the crowd to the female by the wall. She wore a witch outfit that covered most of her body, and when he got closer, it was obvious the black hair was a wig. He extended a hand to her. “May I have a dance?”

She looked surprised and then pleased. “Okay.” She pushed away from her spot and followed him the few feet to the dance floor, where she raised her arms. Rome swept her up and glided her across the smooth surface. She was a decent dancer.

He let the music carry him and actually enjoyed himself for a minute until he glanced at Merrick, who was pointing inconspicuously but emphatically toward Rhonda and her cronies. Rome sighed softly and shifted his trajectory toward the giggling group.

His dance partner said in a cool voice, “Do I know you?”

He smiled since she could see his lips under the mask. “It’s a mystery.”

“Oh? You like to play games?” Under her green makeup, she looked pretty but also a touch scary.

“At a costume party, it’s hard not to.”

“Umm. I don’t recognize your voice or your stature, which I have to say is notable.” Wow, the woman was sexy in a terrifying sort of way.

“Thank you kindly.” Think fast. “Actually, I’ve been away—at school.”

“Interesting.” She gave him a cool once-over. “That explains why you weren’t afraid to ask me to dance.”

“Afraid?”

“Yes.” She looked up at him with a tight smile. “In case you don’t know, I’m Yolanda Montgomery. Ty’s sister.”






Chapter Three

 

 

HOLY shit! Rome controlled his face and swooped Yolanda into a big twirl to cover his surprise. As he came out of the spin, he leaned in and said, “Who’s afraid of the big bad wolf now, huh?”

Yolanda gave him a gutsy laugh. “Whoever you are, cutie, you’ve got balls. Not many guys want to take on my brother.”

“Surely he can’t object to you dancing?”

She shrugged. “I guess the problem is that no one knows what Ty will object to.”

“Must limit your social life.”

A crease popped between her arched brows. “Tell me about it.”

“Uh, where is your brother?”

She shrugged. “I guess he got kind of beat up on the tennis courts today and decided to go drown his sorrows with some of his cronies rather than attending this command performance.”

“But then that means he’s not performing on command.”

She spoke softly. “Ty doesn’t give a fuck. Not like old man Havilland can do much, or at least will do anything. Too busy with his friends Jack Daniels and Jim Beam.”

Rome quirked a half smile. The music stopped, and he hid his sigh of relief. He gave Yolanda a small bow. “Thank you for the dance.”

“Thank you for the courage.” She chuckled again. Shame she was a blatant enemy. He kind of liked her.

A tapping against a glass brought the whole crowd around to face the center of the dance floor.

All the guests who were sitting stood and placed a hand over their heart. Rome didn’t even have to ask. He turned to find Gerard Havilland weaving drunkenly between his sister, a pale, delicate-for-a-wolf female, and some male named Alphonse who Rome had heard was Havilland’s second. Nobody spoke about Havilland’s wife, who’d apparently walked out on him years before. Rome sighed quietly and crossed his heart. Yeah, and his fingers.

Someone started the pledge.

“I pledge my life to the alpha, who is the conduit to the wolfgods and giver of wolfen energy. Hail the alpha, source of strength and unity. Praise the alpha, defender of the pack and wellspring of all that is good. I lay myself at the alpha’s feet without need for request, cause, or reason. The alpha rules us all.”

As the voices died down, Rome felt all his hair standing on end. Regardless of how unworthy the alpha, the pledge rang with the truth of ages and united every were in the pack.

Havilland waved his hand impatiently toward the crowd. Rome turned his head—felt his mouth fall open—and let his body follow the turn.

Oh my god of wolves.

From the side of the big room walked a young male who could only be the much-heralded son. What was his name? Who cares? The guy was tall—taller even than Rome—reed slender, with dark blond hair that likely fell to his shoulders if released from the queue gathered at his neck in a ribbon. But the face. Like someone translated poetry into a person. Large eyes, so blue Rome could see their color from where he stood, dominated his face above high cheekbones that would have been gaunt if they weren’t a soft, glowing pink. His neck was long, his hands graceful. Gods, what is he? Wolf males might be tall like Rome, but they were nearly always powerfully built. This guy looked very little like Gerard Havilland.

Rome’s whole body vibrated with electricity and shook as if the male were a magnet and Rome was iron filings trying to organize around him. A scent like orange blossoms laced with the orange itself drifted past his nose. Man, nobody was allowed to smell that good. Casually, Rome gathered his cape a little closer. Some law of the universe said never wear tights when you’re sporting an erection the size of the Batmobile.

Merrick stared at him anxiously, but trying to get to his friend would be more conspicuous than standing still. Guests around him took off their masks and dominos, but fortunately, those in more elaborate head coverings didn’t, so he and Merrick weren’t alone.

Havilland swayed and his sister clung harder. She wasn’t shy; she was holding the bastard up. So maybe that meant the drunken voice Rome had heard back in the reception room was Havilland’s. That would make the soft voice….

“Ladies, uh, ladies and gentlemen, I’m happy to welcome home my son—son, Jules.”

Right. Jules. More like sun than son. Come on, man, pull in your tongue before somebody notices.

“Jules has been out being an arti—artist, but now he’s home for his family and pack.”

Everyone in the room cheered, so Rome cheered too.

“And now I want to tell you that he’s getting—” Havilland lurched forward and his son grabbed his arm, pulling him back to upright easily. Must be stronger than he looked, since Havilland carried a boatload of extra weight around his patrician belly. Havilland frowned and yanked his arm away. “He’s getting married.”

Married? What?

There was loud applause. Rome couldn’t join in. No way.

“He’s marrying Ronnie.”

Who? Rome tried to force himself not to stare at every girl around the dance floor, but his eyes moved on their own. Fortunately, a lot of the pack did the same.

Havilland’s sister smiled, though Rome could see the lines of strain around her mouth. “We’re delighted to tell you that your alpha’s son, Jules Havilland, is betrothed to Mr. Donald Anderson.” A very preppy-looking wolf with a handsome face but narrow, shrewd eyes walked out from the crowd and took Jules’s hand.

The reaction in the room was—eclectic. Some guests clapped politely, some gasped audibly, and a few, in a clear statement of dissent, moved toward the door. Those few must not have known who the fuck Donald Anderson was. Rome did. A self-made billionaire, Anderson had interests in technology and other less-well-documented businesses. No one knew exactly where all his wealth came from, but he definitely had the money to save the great Havilland ass.

Pieces clicked in Rome’s brain. Slurred speech, bankruptcy, the deal that had to be inked tonight and—the tears. The soft sobbing of despair.

Rome’s chest hurt so badly he wanted to bend over and scream.

The cool voice next to his ear said, “Have you met Jules?” Yolanda. Forgot.

Rome shook his head.

“Probably best you’re not friends. It’s hard to witness human sacrifice up close. Well, wolf sacrifice.” He glanced toward her, but she wasn’t snarky. In fact, she looked sad.

“Did the pack know Jules is gay?”

“Most, yes. That doesn’t mean most like it.”

“How does Jules know Anderson?”

“He doesn’t. Not very well, anyway.” She stepped closer. “Jules lived in New York and worked as an artist. I hear Anderson saw him and—well, let’s say things were arranged.”

“Shit.”

“Yes.”

A soft giggle from his right made him turn to look at Rhonda and her troop. He slowly let out air like deflating a balloon full of laughing gas. Maybe Jules Havilland wasn’t the only wolf sacrifice in the room.

In front of him, Anderson produced a blue velvet box from his pocket—he wore a suit, not a costume, as did Jules—and removed a ring from it. The ring sparkled like an old movie marquee. Right, an ad for The Handwolf’s Tale. With great solemnity, Anderson slid the ring on Jules’s finger, then leaned down and kissed the bejeweled hand.

Gag me with a Tiffany’s box. Rome’s legs twitched. He wanted to run forward, grab Jules Havilland, and carry him away into the night. Save him from his fucking fate. Yes, perfect, with a thousand Havilland wolves hot on his trail. It might start a war—which the Siracusas would likely win—but by that time, Rome would be dead. Jules too, probably. To say nothing of the Siracusas being banished for starting a conflict by stealing Jules of Fucking Troy. Shit!

Havilland waved a hand. “We will celebrate the happy occasion soon. And, as you know, wolves mate for life, so we’ll be welcoming Ronnie into the Havilland pack.” He smiled blearily. “Dance. Dance.” He took Anderson by the arm and escorted him toward the door to the huge room. Probably signing the deal he’d referred to earlier.

Life. The Havilland son would be tied to Anderson for life. No escape unless Anderson died. Rome wanted to vomit. He looked at Yolanda. “Excuse me.”

“Sure. Bet you’re sorry you came back.”

He nodded but couldn’t think of anything to say.

She curved her lips a little. “Thanks for the dance.”

“My pleasure.” He turned and tried not to look like he was running toward Merrick.

Merrick met him halfway. “Man, that was a sideshow.”

“Ya think?”

“I’d heard Havilland had a homo wolf son, but I didn’t believe it. Marrying a guy. Holy hell.”

Rome frowned. “Look, that female I was dancing with is Ty Montgomery’s sister.”

“Fuck me.”

“With a cactus, my friend. But she told me this whole thing is a forced marriage to get Anderson’s money. You weren’t close enough to hear, but I think that’s who was in the room when we were behind the tapestry. Havilland and his son. The guy was crying, man. Crying.”

“Shh. Keep your voice down.”

“Sorry. Anyway, I know what it’s like to be a pawn in pack politics, and it’s no fucking fun.”

“Oh, I don’t know. A life with Rhonda couldn’t be that bad.” He rolled his eyes.

“Fuck that. I’m leaving.” He headed toward the door, and Merrick scampered beside him.

“I’m sorry. I was just joking around. You know me.”

Rome hissed, “You’re not the one who’s expected to marry somebody you didn’t choose. And for fucking life.”

Merrick held up his hands as he powered toward the door beside Rome. “I get it. I apologize for being stupid.”

Rome gave him one curt nod, but his brain kept chewing on ways to save Jules Havilland.

 

 

ROME skirted the outside of the high iron fence. Man, the trip down the hill to drop Merrick off, then an instant U-turn and the drive back, had all been accomplished in record time. He was not examining his motives, fuck you very much. Hell, knowing what was going on inside the Havilland mansion was reason enough, right? Okay, that was the fairy tale he’d go with.

He gazed around and sniffed. No guards anywhere. Wow, that was too much to hope for. They probably patrol the place with mountain lions or something. Still, if the Havilland fortune was as compromised as it appeared, maybe they couldn’t afford guards or dogs. Rome stopped and sniffed the air again. Nothing.

He stared up at the height of the section of fence, then at the width between the bars. Both had obviously been designed to keep out a wolf, and so had the long segments of tall stone wall. Man form it is. Besides, he’d scare the hell out of Jules Havilland if he suddenly appeared as a huge black wolf. Assuming he could even track down Jules Havilland. Big assumption.

He slipped through bushes and around trees until he found the back way to the spot where the iron door guarded the underground passage. It was damned late, but a few pack members were still leaving via the front door. He sniffed. His own scent and that of Merrick perfumed the air, but no one else seemed to have been there. Good.

After glancing around to be sure nothing signaled danger, he lifted the heavy door, slid into the opening, and let it clang closed as he dropped down the hole. It was a lot easier not having to pretend to be ordinary for Merrick. He loved his friend, but alpha lore was never shared until a wolf showed the signs. Besides, if he decided to leave the pack, he didn’t want them after him because they’d lost an alpha. Fortunately, even the most powerful alpha couldn’t smell alpha advantage on another wolf. That was what made it so dangerous. You never knew if your opponent had the skills until they revealed them—usually in battle.

He scurried down the narrow passage, not even lighting the flashlight app on his phone or pausing to admire the ancient gay porn. When he got to the end door, he listened, but even he couldn’t hear effectively through iron. Slowly he cracked the door open. Silence and darkness.

After he slid through the opening, he pressed against the wall and scooted to the end of the tapestry, looked out into the quiet room, and then tiptoed across to the door. A loud voice cursed, maybe at a servant; then a door slammed and everything stilled except for the distant murmur of voices coming from the direction of the kitchen.

He barely cracked the door. If he’d been caught dressed as Batman, he could have given a logical excuse, but in jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, with his olive Siracusa complexion, inky hair, and tats showing below his shirtsleeves, he’d likely be thrown into some dungeon.

Okay, plan. A plan would be good. He leaned back against the wall. The orange scent. Yes. So distinctive. I’ll track that. Hopefully his nose would find Jules before some other fucking Havilland, like Ty, found Rome. Funny. That morning he might have welcomed running into Ty, just on the chance that the sexy looks he gave Rome actually meant what Rome thought. Now? Not so much.

With a deep breath, he opened the door and slipped out into the hall. Soft light came from back toward the big reception room, but where he stood, it was dark. If I was the son of an alpha—which I am—where would I sleep? Not on the first floor. Damn. That would be too easy. He crouched and ran the length of the hall. He’d seen a grand staircase outside the huge reception room, and right now it was less likely to be occupied than the servants’ stairs.

The overhead lights were off in the reception room leaving a few soft night lights, so they must have finished cleaning up in there. Good thing or he’d have been waiting a long time. He rushed around the corner, crouched, and powered up the stairs in the shadowed corner of the banisters. When he got to the second floor, he paused. The staircase continued upward another flight, but the carpet had a mustier smell, suggesting most living quarters were on this floor.

Muffled voices came from the long hall to the right, raised like an argument. The left-hand hall stretched long and still with only small lights stuck in two outlets near the floor. Following instinct and probability, Rome slithered into the left.

Yes!

The smell of orange blossoms filled his head as he crept down the worn Oriental carpet runner. There. The scent centered on a doorway close to the end of the hall. Rome sniffed the door handle and almost staggered from the heady pungency of the smell. All right. Second plan required. If he barged in there like Crazy Stalker Werewolf, Jules might scream and raise the alarm before Rome could explain he was really a rescuer.

Rome flopped his head against the wall. Truthfully, he wasn’t quite sure how he’d accomplish the rescue thing either. Shit, Jules was literally the jewels of the Havilland pack. Without him, no Anderson money. Gerard Havilland would never let that happen. The Havillands might be short on resources, but they had Ty Montgomery, and Ty, despite being yummy, was one of the naturally meanest and most vindictive wolves on the planet. Considering Ty was the son of Gerard’s late sister, there was even a chance he had alpha advantage. Bad news for anyone who took him on. If Rome showed up anywhere near Jules Havilland, there was little doubt Rome would be the one Ty took on.






Chapter Four

 

 

NOISE came from near the door of the orange blossom room. Shit! Rome scooted back and grabbed for the first door handle he could reach, sniffed, decided it might be empty, opened the door, and popped inside just as Jules’s door opened. Rome peeked from the darkness as Jules walked by, wearing black silk pajama pants and a floppy top. Sweet wolfgod, that hair hung on his shoulders like a curtain of sun with a touch of shadow, and Rome’s hand twitched to reach out and touch it.

As the sound of the footsteps softened, Rome looked out and saw Jules disappearing down the stairs. With no thought he raced after him, pausing at the top of the staircase to be sure Jules wouldn’t look back and see him. After padding softly down the stairs, he poked his head around the corner fast and pulled back. Jules seemed to be heading for the kitchen. Damn, if there were still people working in there, Rome could lose his chance to talk to him. Every second he stayed in this house upped his chances of discovery—and some very uncomfortable outcomes.

Way at the end of the hall, Jules turned left. Yes, definitely kitchen. Rome looked both ways and ran with silent feet all the way to the turn in the hallway. There he stopped and listened.

No sound.

He made the turn and crouched under the old-fashioned porthole-type window in the kitchen swinging door, then popped up and peeked. Inside, Jules pulled some food from the refrigerator and uncovered it. Cheese. He chopped off a piece with a knife from the counter, then got some crackers from a box in the pantry, put it all on a paper napkin, and sat at the old wooden kitchen table. He sighed so loudly Rome heard it through the door and then began to eat slowly, staring into space.

Moment of truth. Rome glanced down the hall. Can I get to the salon where the tunnel is really fast? Maybe not. Fuck it, here goes.

He pushed the door to the kitchen open slowly so as not to startle Jules too much. When Rome stepped inside, Jules was staring at the door with a piece of cheese suspended a couple of inches from his mouth. Rome smiled. Jules didn’t. His wide-eyed expression—probably expecting his father—changed to surprise, then suspicion.

Best defense and all that. “Hi. I’m Rome. Didn’t mean to startle you. I was at the party tonight and saw you get engaged.”

The suspicion morphed to angry sadness and then back to scowling suspicion so fast a camera never could have captured it.

“I just wanted to say, uh, I’m really sorry this is happening to you, and if you want to talk or something, I’d like to at least be there for you. I mean, I keep trying to think of ways to get you out of this, but so far all my plans seem to end up in death for both of us, which is great in Shakespeare, but not so much fun in real life, and I—”

Jules slammed the cheese on the napkin. “Who the fuck are you and why are you wandering around my house at two in the fucking morning?”

Rome smiled. Jules saying fucking was just so cute. “Uh, I sneaked in.”

“You what?” He jumped out of his chair.

“I couldn’t exactly come to the door and knock.”

Jules crossed his arms, showing off a bit more musculature than Rome would have expected. “Why not?”

Well, shit, am I going to do this? Slowly, he slid his T-shirt sleeve up his right arm, more clearly revealing the intricate patterns of the Siracusa tattoos.

Jules slapped a hand over his mouth.

Rome gazed at him. “Obviously you haven’t been gone so long you don’t know what these mean.”

“Siracusa.”

“Yes.”

“A fucking Siracusa?”

Rome chuckled. “You do love that word, you little potty mouth.”

Fair brows took a dive over his slender nose. “I’m not little, and I’ll say any fucking thing I want.”

Rome held up his hands. “Fine by me.”

“What are you really doing here, Siracusa boy? All I have to do is yell and I suspect you’ll be in far worse shape by morning.”

“I know.”

“Then why the fuck are you here?”

“I really thought you could use a friend.”

His large eyes looked sad and lost. “I don’t have any friends, and certainly not a Siracusa.”

Rome propped his hip on the opposite end of the table from Jules. “See, there you’re wrong. None of your pack can really be a friend to you, since they all have such a vested interest in you being your father’s human—I mean, wolf—sacrifice. Me? I’ve got no desire to see you turned into some kind of payment for fucking services rendered, to quote your favorite word.”

For a second Jules looked stunned; then the blue eyes narrowed. “Right. You don’t want to see the Havillands get the Anderson fortune in our hands, right? As long as we’re impoverished, the Siracusas rule.”

“No. That’s not so. I just know how you feel.”

“Nobody knows how I feel. Did your alpha send you here?” His voice got singsongy. “‘Go tell Jules you’re his friend. Send the handsome stud to persuade the poor little gay boy to defy his father and trust you.’ As if. I may be a sacrifice to my father’s greed, Siracusa, but I’ll be fucking damned if I’ll be a sacrifice to your alpha’s ambitions.”

Shit, how could this be going so wrong? “Honestly, he doesn’t even know I’m here. He has no idea, and if he did, he’d kill me. Not literally.” Maybe. “Anyway, I just crashed your party and ended up seeing how they were abusing you, and I just couldn’t stand it and—”

Jules’s eyes got wide and shiny. Why? Does he believe me?

Rome took a step forward and reached out his hand. The door to the kitchen opened. Jules looked up; Rome froze. An old werewolf in a bathrobe said, “Mr. Havilland. Is everything all right, sir?”

Rome’s head snapped to Jules. Jules stared at him with his eyes glaring and chest rising and falling. Slowly his fists clenched.

Rome spun, pushed past the old male, and ran down the hall like all the wolves of Havilland pack were chasing him—because pretty soon they would be.

 

 

JULES stared after the retreating intruder. Right. Intruder with ocean-deep eyes and an ass to die for.

Oscar, the last remaining full-time servant in the huge house, repeated, “Is everything all right, Mr. Havilland? Who was that young man?”

Who was he? Who is he to me? “A, uh, friend who came to the party earlier. He changed out of his costume and stopped in to say goodbye.”

“Oh, I see. I’m sorry to have interfered. I looked in and I thought you appeared upset, and he did run out rather fast.”

Jules gave Oscar a tight smile. He was a good guy. All through Jules’s childhood, Oscar had been there like a rock through his father’s declining “health.” Still, Oscar was the last remaining servant for a reason. He was loyal to Jules’s dad—or at least seemed to be. “Yes, well, he was expressing concern over my betrothal, and I got upset.”

“Oh, of course. You didn’t want him casting aspersions on your fiancé.” The old male glanced at Jules with interest before his gaze fell deferentially to the carpet.

Jules perched his hip on the corner of the table. “No. I don’t know Donald well enough to defend him. I just didn’t want to be reminded that I’m a pawn in a giant political game—since there’s not a damned thing I can do about it.” There. He didn’t care if his father knew that was how he felt. Hell, he already knew it. It was the truth—mostly. He’d always known his life was forfeit to the pack, no matter what he wanted. That sure as fuck didn’t mean he had to like it.

“Why do you think your friend ran away so quickly?”

Think fast. “He probably thought I was going to cry. You know how males are about stuff like that.”

“Yes, I suppose I do.” He looked around the kitchen and at the meager pile of cheese in front of Jules. “Is there something I can get you, Mr. Havilland? Can I prepare you a sandwich?”

“I can do it, Oscar.”

“No, you’ve had a trying day. Please allow me.”

Jules sat in the kitchen chair. “Thank you. I didn’t get much to eat during the party. I was so busy talking to people.”

“I noticed. How about a nice roast beef on rye?”

“Sounds wonderful. Light on the rye.”

“Of course, sir. You always did like your meat.” He smiled as he pulled ingredients out of the refrigerator. “A touch of mustard?”

“Definitely.”

“With a side of turkey?”

“Also an excellent idea.” He chuckled.

“I’ve always thought your father should eat more meat. It would help his strength.”

He wanted to say, “As opposed to drinking more scotch?” But he held back and said nothing.

“Does your fiancé like meat?”

Jules fought the frown and shifted in his seat.

“I’m sorry, sir.” He swiped mustard on the bread, then added another layer of beef, leaving the top piece of rye off. “I suppose I’m like the others in the pack. All I see is what this alliance can do for us, without being sensitive to what you have to give up.” He placed the sandwich on a plate and set it in front of Jules on the table.

“Thank you.” His throat felt too tight to eat. Everything. That was what he had to give up. His home. His profession. Any chance for a personal life or for love? He stared at the knife and fork Oscar placed beside the plate. “Oscar, are the Siracusas as dangerous to us as my father seems to think?”

Oscar released a long breath. “Of course, you’ve barely been here since they’ve lived in Dark Harbor. I forget that. Difficult to say, sir. And, of course, I’m no expert. They are very rich and powerful, and I suppose that does threaten the position of our pack.”

Jules glanced up. “Position?”

“The, uh, status as the leading pack in Dark Harbor. And, in fairness, it is that status that keeps your father the head of the council.”

“I suppose.”

“You might not like them either, sir. They’re rather crass by Havilland standards. Very macho. Also quite homophobic, I’m told.”

“Really?” Was that why they sent that boy with the cute butt? To spy on him? Denigrate him? He hadn’t seemed that way.

“Yes, they’re very old-world, I guess you’d say.”

“Sounds backward to me.”

“Precisely.” Oscar moved toward the door. “Enjoy your snack.” He paused. “I truly wish I thought your sacrifice would solve all the pack’s problems.” He sighed audibly. “Good night, sir.”

Jules dropped his head on his arms, roast beef forgotten.

When he heard the kitchen door open, he didn’t even look up. Nobody in this house he wanted to see. Wait. Unless that Siracusa came back. His head snapped up on its own. Shit. He wanted to drop it back.

Donald Anderson stood there in all his preppy, too-good-to-be-true glory. He flashed his perfect, probably capped teeth. “Didn’t mean to disturb you.” He pointed at the sandwich. “Obviously, we had the same idea.”

Jules pushed the plate forward. “Help yourself.”

Donald sat in the kitchen chair beside Jules, picked up half the sandwich, balancing the beef on the single piece of bread, and took a huge bite. Pushing an edge of meat back into his mouth, he said, “You eat the other half. You’re too skinny as it is.”

Jules shook his head. “Thanks for your deep concern, but I’m not hungry.”

“Didn’t I just walk in to find you with a huge sandwich in front of you?” He took another big bite.

“I changed my mind. I do that.”

Donald smiled around his chewing. “Sure. Feel free to give me a run for my money.”

Jules raised an eyebrow. “What a remarkably apt turn of phrase.”

Anderson raised both brows in a facial shrug. “At least I’m willing to pay for what I want. I could have sided with Siracusa, and I’m sure I could have gotten you as spoils of war with a fraction of the financial commitment of this deal.” He finished that half of the sandwich and grabbed for the other.

Ice ran up Jules’s spine. War. There hadn’t been a werewolf war in Dark Harbor in a hundred years, but his grandfather hadn’t been weak like his father, and his great-grandfather had, by all accounts, been a pretty good alpha. Of course, that was all BS—Before Siracusa. The powerful pack had only moved to Dark Harbor a decade before, while Jules was in school. That was a mere drop in the history of the old Dark Harbor bloodlines. He sucked in a breath. “I’m sure my father greatly appreciates your support.”

Donald clasped a hand on Jules’s forearm. Jules stared at it pointedly, and Donald let go like he’d been burned. “Look. I want to make a good life for you, despite the inauspicious circumstances of our beginning.”

“I don’t suppose you’d slow the unseemly haste of this betrothal so we could get to know each other. That would certainly improve my life.”

He grinned and raised his shoulders. “Well, I might not be willing to go quite that far, but you can ask me for most anything else.”

Jules sat back and tried to look imperious, even though bile kept rising up his throat. “How about if I move back to New York, resume my work, and you come there and woo me?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

“I think that’s just another way of asking your previous question. Plus, why can’t you paint here? I’m sure you understand that bailing out your father’s an expensive enterprise. He’s a pretty incompetent leader. I need to be sure I get what I want out of the deal or”—another charming shrug—“what kind of businessman would I be?”

“If you’re such a great businessman, how come you’re backing, in your words, an incompetent leader?”

Half his narrow lips turned up. “There can be long-term benefits in such a transaction. In the short term, it preserves stability and prevents war. Since my businesses aren’t centered in defense products, I have little to gain from conflict.”

Damn, he didn’t care about who died, just who profited. Jules scraped back his chair and stood. “Good night, Donald.”

He looked surprised, dropped his half sandwich, and stood also. “Oh, okay. Well, sleep well, I guess.”

“Right.” Jules strode out of the kitchen with his back straight, then got into the hall and sagged against the wall. How the fucking hell could he rescue his life? Those huge dark Siracusa eyes drifted through his mind.

Good luck, asshole.

 

 

ROME lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling. Oh gods, those eyes. Like some giant, bottomless pool where he’d gladly drown. But not a particle of trust reflected from them. Why should he? Hell, I’m a Siracusa.

He sat up and wiped a hand over his neck. What was I thinking? I could have been caught by the Havillands. I could have started a war. For what? A guy I saw from a distance? Somebody I imagine needs rescuing when he just about gave me up to the Havilland guards? Crap, I’ve lost it.

He flopped back against his pillow and closed his eyes. Sleep, dammit, it’s almost morning. But his brain wouldn’t give up its hold on the soft sound of Jules Havilland’s sobs.






Chapter Five

 

 

OH man, coffee. Rome dragged himself down the hall toward the back stairs that led directly to the kitchen, not passing Go, et cetera. How much sleep had he had? Well, since he could remember wondering if he was asleep yet every hour of the night, the answer was not fucking much. He stalled. Just thinking the word fucking brought the reason for his lack of sleep firmly to mind—and to cock. Wow, that guy was gorgeous. Like all the generations of Havilland refinement coalesced in one male, but with an added dash of strength and power Rome would never have expected. Wow.

He sighed and yawned as he headed for the stairs again, passing one of the mansion’s many sitting rooms.

“Rome?”

Okay, damn. He’d assumed his father would be in his office in the back wing of the house. No such luck. He took a breath and stepped into the large, bright room with its patterned couches and huge windows. “Good morning, sir.”

Rome’s oldest brother Federico sat on a love seat opposite his father, papers spread out in front of him on the coffee table. As the family accountant, Federico kept finances well in check. Anthony, the middle brother and family lawyer, sipped coffee and read the paper at a game table near the window. Though they both had homes of their own, no one would ever know it. Their wives lived as independent units, while they virtually lived with their father. Federico was nearly ten years older than Rome, and Anthony had six years on him, so they’d never had a ton in common. He’d always been the snot-nosed cub trying to horn in on their fun and vie for some tiny bit of their father’s attention. Rome nodded to his brothers.

His father didn’t look up from the papers he perused but waved a hand at the chair beside the love seat he occupied. “Sit.”

“I desperately need coffee, sir.” Rome walked to the sideboard, where a silver coffee service stood with servers for add-ins. He laced his cup with a dash of cream and a little cinnamon, then poured in the black, steaming Italian brew his father favored. Gently blowing on the cup, he wandered back and settled in the chair.

Time ticked by with only the rustling of papers and tweets of birds outside the open windows. Finally his father took off his reading half glasses and looked at Rome. “Why are you up so late?”

Should he tell? Yes, he could have been seen by his father’s spies. “Merrick took your request that I woo one of the Havilland females very seriously. So we dressed up in costumes and sneaked in.”

Anthony glanced up from his paper. “You’re kidding?”

“Nope.”

His father’s lips quirked up. “Yes, I’d heard you’d made an incursion into Havilland territory.”

Good call, man. Never forget your father sees all. A piece of his mind whispered I hope not. He sipped his coffee. Don’t offer too much.

“So were you successful in the female-hunting department?”

What to say? Stay close to the truth. “Obviously, my instincts were unerring. I asked a female to dance, and she turned out to be—are you ready?—Ty Montgomery’s sister, Yolanda.”

That brought Anthony to his feet. He crossed to the other chair next to Benedetto. “I can’t believe it. You seriously danced with that asshole’s sister?”

Federico said in his soft voice, “What was she like?”

“Scary but also kind of nice. She was shocked I asked her to dance since no one ever does because they’re scared of Ty. I told her I’d been away at school and that’s why I didn’t recognize her. Fortunately the evening’s big announcement happened then, so she couldn’t get too curious.”

Anthony got up and refilled his coffee. “What was the big hoopla?”

Rome looked at his father. “I suspect you already know, sir, but Havilland’s son is home from New York.”

“I’d heard.” He gazed at Rome in that noncommittal way he had that sucked information from people like a Dyson.

“And that the son, Jules, is marrying Donald Anderson.”

Anthony sneered. “Fucking fags.”

Federico, a hard one to shock, looked up with his eyes wide. “The Donald Anderson?” Leave it to him to get to the heart of the matter.

Rome nodded. “Yes, so we can expect a serious influx of cash and resources into the Havilland clan as a result of the poor kid’s sacrifice.”

Anthony frowned. “Poor kid?”

Keep your mouth shut, idiot. “Oh, the son. He sure didn’t look happy about the whole thing. Yolanda says the kid doesn’t even know Anderson. The marriage was cooked up by Gerard.”

Anthony, by far the most volatile of the family, jumped from his chair, nearly sloshing his coffee but rescuing it with a quick napkin. “This isn’t good. First, Havilland is establishing a dangerous precedent by marrying his son to a fucking fag. God of wolves, what will the community come to if pack members start prancing around in pink sneakers?”

Rome spat, “Oh come on, Anthony. That’s not the point.” The point might be him smashing his brother in the face if he didn’t shut up.

“Yeah, yeah. I know. The point is, if the Havillands get operating capital, they could start adding muscle to the pack.” He paced to the window and back.

His father said, “Rome, what do you think?”

Rome shrugged. “He could, but quite honestly, I think he’s more likely to just drink and debauch it away like he did his initial fortune.”

Anthony leaned over the chair. “But what if Anderson takes over the pack? He could do some real damage.”

Rome nodded slowly. “He’d have to be interested in our pack conflicts, and he certainly has other lobsters in the chowder, but it’s possible he’s interested in more than the boy’s ass.” Federico gave a little laugh, and Rome looked up. “Sorry. But I got the impression that Anderson was kind of buying the Havilland kid as his sex slave.” He sipped coffee to cover the shudders that thought produced.

Benedetto sat back and crossed his short legs. “Anderson seldom does anything without the potential for monetary gain, but he does have a lecherous reputation.”

Shit, that produced twice the shudders.

“I’ve also heard conflicting reports on where his fortune comes from. It bears watching.” His father nodded at Rome. “Thank you for your observations. Anything else?”

“The estate’s very run-down. The grounds show both a lack of care and virtually no security presence. Aside from the censure we’d receive for doing it, we could take the Havilland pack out. Not easily, since they still outnumber us and they have some vicious fighters, but if we want to do it, this would be a possible time.”

“Hmm.” His father stroked his chin. “But as you say, the fallout would be horrendous.”

Anthony scowled. “Given any time with Anderson’s fortune and they’re bound to get stronger, no matter how profligate Havilland might be. There will never be a better time than now to wipe the planet of Gerard Havilland and absorb his pack. It just makes sense.”

“We didn’t work this hard for our status to throw it away on a thug’s decision,” his father snapped.

Oooh, ouch. Anthony stepped back and sat in the chair with his proverbial if not literal tail between his legs.

His father gazed at his own folded hands, then looked up at Rome. “How interested was the Montgomery female in you?”

A wolf in ice boots walked up his spine. Be cool. “I think she was interested in anyone willing to risk her brother’s temper to dance with her. Of course, I had no idea who she was or I’d never have approached her. She’s clearly smart. I think she believed my going-to-school story, but if she knew who I was, I’d be a dead wolf in short order.”

“Hmm. I suppose.”

Rome didn’t know what Benedetto was thinking, and he still didn’t like it.


“What about the pretty one you were ogling at the club?”

“Rhonda?”

Anthony cooed, “Oooh, who’s Rhonda?”

“A female with boobs bigger than her brains.”

His father chuckled. “That could be an advantage.”

“Yes, I appreciate that, but I doubt she’s at the heart of confidential pack information—if that’s what you had in mind.”

Benedetto smiled and gave him a sideways glance. “True, but young females gossip. She might know more than she realizes.”

“Possibly, I suppose.”

Federico looked up from the omnipresent rows of numbers. “You don’t seem very excited about this girl.”

Okay, don’t stutter. “I’m not. Let Merrick chase her. He’ll give up a lot for some double Ds. Me? I’d rather have a good conversation—uh, with my sex.”

“Merrick won’t serve my purpose—or the female’s, I expect.” His father steepled his fingers and rested them against his chin.

“Yeah.” Rome tried not to look miserable.

“Simply keep it in mind. Do you have summer classes?”

“A couple, but nothing I can’t do in a few hours a week.” Though he officially studied business with an emphasis on marketing at Brown, the dean of students was also a shifter and let Rome do a lot of classes online. “If you need my help, I’m here.”

Benedetto gave a nod and picked up his papers. Officially dismissed.

Rome stood and walked to the door.

“Oh, Rome?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good job.”

“Thank you.” He tried really hard not to smile stupidly as he hurried to the stairs that led to the kitchen. His father did have the power to make him grateful for a word of praise. He paused. And that power was part of what kept him there. Wolves lived in packs. Lone wolves were rare and often slightly mad. Of course, too much more of his family’s hatred of anything gay, and he could be crazy enough to run.

 

 

JULES clenched his teeth and tried to ignore Donald and Ty roughhousing beside him. The two males really hit it off and hadn’t stopped teasing each other since—elbows to the ribs and knuckles across each other’s heads. Who knew Donald could even be so playful? Or Ty, for that matter. Yes, well, they might be playmates, but they were his jailers—or more specifically, Ty was.

They walked through the archway from the club dining room, where they’d had a dinner in which Donald and Ty conversed and Jules stared at his tilapia. Now they entered the lounge, which was going strong already even though it was just nine o’clock. Close to the full moon, and the young wolves were ready to howl.

A harried-looking waitress hurried up to them. No way she’d know Jules, but she might have run up against Ty’s vicious temper.

“Can I find you a table, gentlemen, or are you joining another party?” Her speech was formal, but her accent screamed that she came from the wrong side of the Dark Harbor fence.

Ty sneered. “Find us a table.” He glanced around at the packed room. “If you have to move someone, do it. This is Alpha Havilland’s son.”

The female eyed Jules with deference and fear. “Welcome, sir. Just give me a moment.” She hurried into the crowd.

A couple of minutes later, when she hadn’t returned, Ty walked up to a trio of Havilland pack wolves at a table near the windows and snarled. “Aren’t you planning to give up that table for the son of your alpha?”

The young male, already half-drunk, spat beer on the table and looked up in fright.

Jules walked over and put a hand on Ty’s arm. “Please, cousin, there’s no need. I’m sure we’ll find a place when someone is ready to leave.”

“They are ready to leave.” Ty said it with icy conviction, and the two males and their female companion all struggled up and fled the lounge.

Jules sighed. No use making a scene now that the damage was done.

Donald chuckled. “I like your style.” He nudged Ty in the ribs and took the best chair.

Jules pulled out his chair and slid into it. Too late, Donald noticed. “Sorry.”

“I’m fully capable of pulling out a chair.”

A different waitress came to the table, and Donald asked for a bottle of champagne.

“What type would you like, sir?”

“What’s the best you have?”

Ty snorted. “Come on, as if this wrong-sider has ever tasted champagne.”

The girl’s lips flattened. “We have Cristal, sir. It’s the only one of our champagnes to have ever received a perfect 100 score from Wine & Spirits. May I get you a bottle?”

Jules bit his tongue to keep from laughing at Ty’s frown.

Donald leaned back in his chair, just shy of tipping over. “Sure. Get us a bottle and be sure it’s cold.”

“Of course, sir. We serve at 47 degrees. Any colder numbs the taste buds.” She turned on her heel and walked away.

“Bitch,” Ty muttered under his breath, but Donald just laughed it off.

Donald looked around the big, crowded room. “So this is the famous Dark Harbor Country Club lounge. Interesting.”

“It must seem pretty provincial to a big-city guy like you.”

Jules glanced at Ty, but he didn’t seem to be ironic or snarky. Quite the contrary. He looked kind of starry-eyed.

“Are those the Siracusas?” Donald nodded at the other side of the room where the Siracusa pack always congregated, as far from the Havillands as they could get. In the center of the room, providing a buffer zone, were wolves from various smaller packs that lived in Dark Harbor.

Ty actually raised his lip. “Yeah. Low-life losers.”

Donald smiled slightly, just a bare turn of lips. “They do have a certain earthy vitality.”

“Scum.”

Donald chuckled.

The waitress returned with the ice bucket and made a grand display of peeling the foil, turning the wire the precise six turns, removing the cork with only the smallest pop, and pouring a tiny amount in a slim, long-stemmed glass for Donald. He picked it up, smelled deeply, swirled the champagne as if he were drinking red, and sipped. He frowned.

The bastard.

Then he grinned. “Just kidding. Delicious. Please pour it.”

As she filled the glasses, voices from across the room rose, and the Siracusa wolves all seemed to be glancing toward the door, waving and hailing.

“What’s happening?” Donald pushed a full glass toward Jules. “Enjoy.”

“Thank you.”

Ty took a big mouthful and swallowed. Not exactly savoring the Cristal. “It’s probably the fucking Siracusa alpha’s son. Bunch of immigrants who should go back to the old country.” He took another swig.

“They’ve been here for nearly a decade, I’m told.” Jules sipped his champagne. “This is delicious, thank you.” He smiled at Donald. At least he should be polite.

Donald covered Jules’s hand with his own. “I’m glad you like it.”

Jules glanced up—and felt the champagne stop about halfway down his throat. He spit wine, coughed, and tried to keep from spraying Cristal all over Donald by clapping a hand over his mouth.

Donald slapped his back. “That’s the first truly klutzy thing I’ve seen you do.” He laughed. “Sorry. Are you okay?”


“Y-yes.” Jules wiped at his watering eyes and managed to get the remaining bubbly down the right pipe, but he sneaked another glance across the room. Him. The Siracusa with the tattoos from his kitchen. The one with the eyes and the ass. Beside him walked a shorter, fairer, but also good-looking male. Don’t look too interested. Jules leaned back, sipped, and nodded toward one of the older males on the Siracusa side of the room. “Who’s that? Their alpha?”

Donald raised an eyebrow. “Wow, you really are out of the political loop around here, aren’t you?”

Jules shrugged. “I had my own life.”

Ty said, “No. That’s not Benedetto.”

“If you saw Benedetto Siracusa, you’d remember.” Donald looked more than serious when he said that, and Ty seemed startled.

“So which one’s the alpha’s son?” He looked around as if he hadn’t a clue. That was only half a lie. The two young wolves had walked in together, and he wasn’t sure which one Ty meant. But he could sure as fuck guess.

“The dark one.” Ty glowered. “The bastard.”

“Otherwise known as the one with the world-class ass?” Donald laughed at his own joke.

Ty sputtered a little. “I wouldn’t know about that.”

“Trust me.”

“Why do you call him a bastard?” Jules sipped and forced his eyes to travel the room rather than gazing where they wanted to linger. “Just because he’s a Siracusa?”

“That ought to be enough.” Ty waggled a finger at the waitress. “Bring me a beer.”

Her glance called him a peon, which was funny considering what he’d said about her, but she walked away briskly. Ty pushed his empty champagne glass away. “He’s a bastard because he broke PJ’s arm, among other things.”

“Broke his arm? How did he do that?”

“Tripped him. PJ went flying and landed on his arm.”

“Umm, high crimes and misdemeanors.”

Donald said, “So what’s the guy’s story?” Jules could have kissed him for asking.

“Still in school. I guess he’s the youngest. Siracusa really trains his sons to manage the family businesses. One’s an accountant, one’s a lawyer, and I guess the kid’s in some kind of business. Bunch of gangsters, if you ask me.”

That made Donald chuckle. “If you’d ever had to deal with Siracusa in a real estate transaction, you’d know how true that is. He’s as much fox as wolf and drives one helluva bargain.”

Jules had to ask. “How rich is he?”

“I doubt anyone knows the total extent of his wealth except maybe his oldest son. Billions, certainly.”

Ty nudged Donald. “But not richer than you.”

“Oh yeah. I expect quite a bit richer than me.”

A tingle traveled down Jules’s spine, and he looked up. For one brief second, he stared at Rome Siracusa.






Chapter Six

 

 

ZAP. Like someone plugged him into an electric socket. Rome stared across the big room, and his gaze collided with Jules Havilland. It was like some fucking movie where all the people dissolve and music plays “Some Enchanted Evening.” His breath hissed out as if he were blowing up the balloon that was his cock. Dear god of wolves, how does a guy get that beautiful?

A group of “other pack” members crowded around a table in the center of the room and, just like that, blocked him from view. Rome wanted to run across the space, grab Jules, and escape into the night. Right, with Donald Anderson and Ty Montgomery chasing them.

“You okay?” Merrick chugged a beer and punched Rome on the shoulder.

“Yeah. I just saw that Havilland guy. The alpha’s son who’s marrying Anderson.”


“Jules?”

“Oh right. Yeah, that’s his name.” Good job, you liar.

“I saw him. Poor guy. Sure doesn’t seem happy. Especially with Ty Montgomery all over him like fleas on a dog. Looks like Ty and Anderson are real chummy.”

Rome took a big swallow to drown his sorrows. Wonder why that guy gets to me so much?

“Speaking of Havillands, look who just walked in.”

Rome didn’t have to look up. He knew who he’d see, but he glanced anyway. Rhonda stood in the arch of the doorway from the outside, with two of her usual posse beside her. Her expression said she expected someone to get up and let her sit, and she was no doubt correct, since she wore a low-cut white sweater that showed inches of impressive cleavage. Clearly Merrick wanted to be the one to offer a chair. He vibrated with desire. Sure, he could start a war. Two Havilland males surrendered their seats and pulled over another for the third female.

While everyone stared at the mini spectacle of Rhonda’s breasts, Rome caught a hint of movement at another table. Jules Havilland rose gracefully and threaded through the awestruck crowd toward the men’s room.

Rome’s thigh muscles ached, but no way he could get up at that moment and go to the john. Everyone would notice. “Hey, I think I’m going to call it a night.”

“You’re not serious?”

“Yeah. I have some shit to do.”

“You going to be here tomorrow?”

He shrugged. “Probably. I have two summer classes I need to do assignments for. Can’t blow the GPA and disappoint the parental unit.”

“Not in your family, bro.”

Man, was that the truth. He stood, stretched, and sauntered toward the front door that had just been relinquished by Rhonda and company. A quick scan of the room discovered Ty’s gaze glued to him. Yep, just me leaving the club, asshole. Nothing to see here.

His feet hit the walkway in front of the building, the cool evening air penetrating his light sweater, and he took off like someone set his tail on fire. Hope Jules doesn’t leave the john too fast.

Circling the building, he slipped into the kitchen door. Wolfgods knew he’d run out of it often enough escaping some ardent female. He threaded through the prep tables, nodding to the cooks and waiters, and pushed the swinging door into the service hall. From there he stealth-walked down the corridor until he could look around the corner into the hall that served the restrooms and the coat check, not in use today.

Two males walked out of the bathroom, and Rome stepped back into the service hall so they didn’t notice him. Unfortunately, being the alpha’s son made him conspicuous. As they passed by, one male, an administrator for the Havilland pack, said to another guy Rome didn’t know, “We’re just supposed to swallow it, right? I mean, we have no choice about who’s going to lead us? Bullshit. Not if I have a say. The last few years have been bad enough….” His voice got swallowed up in the noise of the crowd.

For a second Rome wanted to follow and hear the rest. Made sense that Havilland pack members would be royally sick of Gerard’s drinking up the pack profits, but this sounded like more than that. Like the pack might be planning something, and that could be dangerous for—

The bathroom door opened again and Jules walked out, looking tired, discouraged, and gorgeous. Shit. He hadn’t thought this part through. Need a plan. Jules came even with where Rome stood, and his arm reached out on its own and grabbed Jules.

Jules made an eep sound and yanked on his arm, which was really damned hard. Rome pulled harder and dragged Jules into the service hall. “Stop. It’s me.”

Jules scowled. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Under the frown was the slightest hint of amusement. Encouraging. Rome looked both ways, saw the door to the scullery closet, and pulled Jules toward it.

“Wait a fucking minute.” Jules yanked his arm, but Rome didn’t let go. Under the thin silk of his white shirt, an amazing play of lean musculature rippled against Rome’s hand.

“I just want to talk for a minute.”

“In there?”

“You want to go outside?”

“If I’m not back soon, they’ll come looking.”

“Then we’ll talk fast.”

Jules’s lips actually curved at that, and he let Rome drag him into the closet and close the door behind them. That put them inches apart, and Rome’s cock obviously saw that as inches too many. He took a breath. Down, boy.

Jules crossed his arms. “Why didn’t you tell me you’re the son of fucking Benedetto Siracusa?”

“When exactly would I have done that? Before or after you threatened to sic the whole Havilland clan on my head?”

“There’s nobody my father hates more than your father.”

“Wolfgods, they need to get over themselves. Who can even remember why they hate each other so much?”

“I’m sure they can recite chapter and verse.”

He sighed. “Probably.”

“So I need to go. Donald seems to have enlisted a bodyguard for me, and I hear no one wants to take him on.”

“Yeah. Ty. He’s an asshole.”

“Funny. He says the same about you.”

Rome looked into Jules’s deep blue eyes—like a sea full of hidden mysteries. “I wish we could be—friends.” His throat ached from wanting to say more.

“Sure. In some alternate universe.” He cocked his head and touched Rome’s cheek with one finger. “Sorry, Rome Siracusa. I guess we’re both condemned to our fates.” He reached around Rome’s back, opened the door, squeezed past Rome, and walked through it.

Rome didn’t move. His lips formed unsaid words. I’m gay. I’ve never been so attracted to anyone in my life. I can’t bear to watch you with that other man.

Suddenly he took a breath, turned, and ran into the hall. Smash! He collided with a waiter who carried a tray of drinks. The guy stumbled, managed to stay upright, but fell against the wall.

“Shit!” Rome grabbed for the glasses and saved all but one. “I’m really sorry.”

The poor townie looked stunned. “I wasn’t expecting to see anyone.”

“I apologize. I thought I lost some change in there and opened the door to look. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out some bills. “Here. This will replace the drink I spilled.” He dropped the money on the tray. “Excuse me. I’m in a hurry.”

“Uh, thank you, sir.”

Rome just kept running out the back door and across the grass behind the club toward the rear of the parking lot. Lots of males and females wandered around the area, and he crouched behind a car until he could make it to his Tesla without being seen. As he drove out of the lot, a couple of people turned, but he didn’t look at them. Maybe they’d forget.

Pressing his foot harder than he should in Dark Harbor, he S-turned his way up the hill toward the Havilland mansion. I just want to talk a little more. Then maybe I can give up this idea that we’re supposed to be—what? He didn’t even want to think the word. We just need to talk.

He drove a couple of blocks into Havilland territory but still far from the estate. Getting to the property required skill and luck. If someone recognized him, making it back to the car before he got flattened seemed unlikely. Still, he couldn’t shift because that would leave him naked, and trying to carry on a conversation with Jules Havilland while his cock bobbed in front of him—or more likely stuck out like a fishing pole—didn’t seem optimal. He snorted at his own understatement. But the closer he got to the big house, the more likely someone was to spot his car.

He parked on a side street under a tree with low-hanging branches and near some bushes. It provided cover without looking like the car was hidden. Slipping on a baseball cap he had in his back seat, he slid out the driver’s side and melded into the bushes, then started jogging across the greenbelt as if he were out for his evening run. The cap covered his shiny, dark Siracusa hair, and beyond that, he could blend in as long as no one got too close.

It took fifteen minutes of running to get to the back fence and find the metal door. He stared at it. No. Sneaking inside again is asking for trouble, plus it’s really threatening. The fence didn’t look too formidable, as long as nothing wolf-eating met him on the other side. He glanced around, grabbed a tree branch, and pulled himself up the side of the fence, then kicked his feet over the top and let go. Sailing through the air, he crossed his mental fingers, landed in a crouch, and waited. No sound. So far.

Across a wide expanse of badly kept lawn, the mansion stood tall, dark, and formidable. Lights only shone in a few rooms. Hunching down, he duck-walked a little closer and tried to superimpose what he knew of the inside floor plan on the external view. Likely Jules’s rooms would be on the right wing of the house.

Staying in the trees as long as he reasonably could, he skirted the grounds until he saw a balcony on the second floor that must be close to the part of the house where he’d seen Jules come out into the hall. Okay, now what’s your plan?

Crawling through the balcony window wasn’t exactly nonconfrontational. He plopped on the grass and pressed his back against the trunk of a tree. Maybe pebbles on the window? And if it’s not his room, dumbass? It made sense he’d have the one balcony on this side of the house. Do I risk it? He’s probably still out with Asshole Anderson. Man, that idea nauseated him. He closed his eyes and bumped the back of his head against the scratchy bark.

Lights shone against his closed lids, and he flicked his eyes open. Somebody’s in that room. He rolled up to a crouch and stared at the french doors. Like he willed it, one of them opened and out walked Jules.

Whoa. Rome sucked a breath, and his alpha-advantage eyes focused clearly on the scene, even though he was many feet away. Jules’s fair hair hung to his shoulders, shimmering in the moonlight. He’d left his shirt open, and the white fabric barely contrasted with his pale chest—the chest that showed off those surprising muscles. He leaned on the parapet and sighed. Though hardly a whisper, Rome heard it clearly. He slipped a step closer.

Jules’s head snapped up. “Is there someone there?”

Wow. Could he hear that? Think fast. “But soft. What light through yonder window breaks?” Rome stepped out from under the tree branches and stopped. If Jules was going to scream, he needed a head start on the pursuers.

Instead, Jules gave that head cock, full of curiosity and unselfconscious charm. “I’ve always liked the sun.”

Rome let his smile break free. “I thought when I saw you that your hair looks like a great fall of sunlight.”

“How poetic.”

Rome walked slowly to the foot of the balcony and gazed up at Jules. Wild overgrown vines grew on trellises, some of them hanging away from the wall with the weight of the unkempt greenery. Rome pointed toward the window in front of him. “Is there someone sleeping inside?”

“No. There’s no one else in my end of the wing on either floor.”

“How nice.”

Jules rested his forearms on the balcony rail and leaned his chin on them. “When you broke in the other night—and I still don’t know how you did that—you said you wanted to be my friend and that you were worried about me being a pawn in a political game.”

“Yes. That’s all true.”

“Umm. But I don’t have any friends who recite Shakespeare to me. At least not Romeo and Juliet.” He smiled ever so slightly.

Rome’s heart beat hard. “And what does that suggest to you?”

“That the youngest son of the rich, powerful, and very homophobic Siracusa clan… is gay.”






Chapter Seven

 

 

THERE it was. The nightmare of nightmares. His enemy knew his secret. Why couldn’t he stop smiling? Rome grinned. “Oh, what makes you think that? Maybe I just like the classics.”

“Yep, that’s the first thing I said when I saw you in the kitchen. A true classicist.”

“You did, huh?” Rome pulled a flowering vine from its trellis and wrapped it around his hand.

“Yes, I thought your eyes were as I like them and that you end very, very well.”

Rome barked a laugh and slapped a hand over his mouth, glancing around to be sure no guards were suddenly running toward him.

A crease popped between Jules’s eyes. “Don’t worry. My father can no longer afford much security.”

“I noticed. I’m sorry.”

He shrugged but looked totally miserable doing it. “Not as sorry as I am. I get to give up my life to restock the family coffers.”

“That’s total bullshit.”

“You’re not the first to say so.”

Rome threw the vine toward the wall. “I think my father’s cooking up plans for me as well. But mine will be with a female.”

“What the fuck? You mean he doesn’t know you’re gay?”

“Weren’t you the one who described my pack as ‘homophobic’? Very aptly, I might add.”

“Well, fuck, Rome, I figured they just hid it from the rest of the community. It didn’t cross my mind you lived in the fur closet.”

He kicked at a rock partly buried in the grass. “That’s me. Half wolf. Half pussy.”

“From what I’ve seen, pussies are more powerful than wolves.”

“You have a lot of personal experience?” He cocked half a smile.

“Aside from the female who birthed me, none whatsoever. You?”

“A little. Being in the closet necessitates a lot of performance capability.”

“And how is your performance?” Jules gave him a snarky grin.

“Sorely lacking.”

“So how the fuck do you plan to marry a female?”

He shook his head and released a long exhale. “I guess I’d have to let her in on the secret. I mean, my family is hella rich, so there’d be compensations for her.”

“And you’re going to spend the rest of your life pretending to be straight and… what? Banging boys on the side?” He stood and ran a hand through his sunlit hair. “Man, that sounds worse than my life.”

Rome plopped onto his butt on the grass. “I know.” He looked up into Jules’s eyes, glittering with reflected moonlight. “What about Anderson? Is he tolerable?”

“Define ‘tolerable.’”

“Is he as nice as he is rich?”

“He doesn’t seem awful so far, but he’s proprietary enough now that I’m seriously worried about what will happen after the I-dos.” He shook himself like a—wolf. “But bottom line is, I don’t want to marry somebody I didn’t pick, especially not a male with enormous financial power over me and my family.” He walked a few steps, then stalked back, his voice rising. “And I don’t want to be a part of the pack, and I don’t want to give up my life, and—” A sob escaped, and he doubled over.

“Damn.” Rome jumped up and stared around until he saw a trellis that looked stuck to the building. He grabbed it and started to climb. The thing shook and shifted under his weight but held. At the top, he swung his leg over the parapet and landed on his feet. In two steps, he wrapped Jules in his arms.

“Whoa. Wolfgods, how did you get up here?”

“Climbed. Shh, don’t cry. Maybe we can think of something.”

Jules let Rome rock him against his shoulder. Though Jules had an inch or two on him, they were close enough that cuddling wasn’t impossible. Jules felt warm and surprisingly solid. Best of all was his scent, like orange blossoms. Oh man, Rome loved that. “How come you smell so good?”

“No idea.”

“Like a tall, beautiful Orange Julius.”

Jules pulled back and gave Rome a skeptical look. “Uh, how do I feel about being compared to a frothy drink?”

“Hey, it’s sweet and creamy. And remember I said ‘beautiful.’”

“There is that.” He smiled weakly and blinked his red eyes. “Why are you doing this?” He spoke so softly Rome barely heard it, even inches from his lips.

Rome looked down but still kept his hands on Jules’s arms. “I guess partly I feel a kinship with your situation. Alphas’ sons being manipulated for the good of the pack. I’m not the oldest, so there I have it better. But they know you’re gay, so that’s your advantage. Regardless, it’s crappy beyond belief.”

“And the other part?”

Rome looked up. “What?”

“You said you partly felt a kinship. What’s the other part?”

Rome gazed slightly up into Jules’s eyes and then let his stare travel down to his lips and back. Not moving too fast, he slid his hand into Jules’s fall of hair, leaned in, and locked their lips together.

Holy shit! He’d kissed Jules to prove a point, but joke on him! Fire seared up his spine, his balls clanged a hallelujah, and his cock sprang to attention. Jules made a moaning sound, and that sealed Rome’s fate. He dissolved into the kiss, letting his hands roam over Jules’s head and back, then down to a so-firm ass. Weird little noises, not at all cool, escaped his throat, and he didn’t care. He couldn’t get his tongue in far enough. He wanted to lick every inch of Jules’s flesh, shift and use his wolf’s tongue on Jules’s fur. Face it: he wanted to fuck him on every surface in Dark Harbor and then start on the surrounding cities.

It felt like Jules might sign on for the ride. He moaned and writhed against Rome, arms and hands everywhere and his leg sliding up Rome’s to hook around his backside and bring their cocks together. Oh yeah! His balls squeezed.

“Wait!” Jules pushed away and stumbled back a couple of feet. Rome reached for him, but Jules put up his hands. “This is a crappy idea guaranteed to make us both more miserable. As I marry Donald Anderson, the last thing I want to know is that there’s someone I really want to be with.” He shook his head. “That’s too much to bear.”

Rome’s breath came hard and fast. “So what? You’re just going to give up? Marry the bastard?”

“What do you suggest I do?”

“Damn, I don’t know. Maybe we could run away together.”

“Right.” Jules leaned on the balcony parapet. “Dark Harbor is the most powerful wolf enclave in America, and our families are Dark Harbor. Any wolf who sees us will send us back.”

“We’ll go out of the country.”

“Do you have a passport?” Jules turned, leaned his elbows on the wall, and stared at Rome. Rome’s expression must have defined it all, because Jules said, “Me either. My father very carefully saw to it I never got one. I say I lived my own life in New York, but it was carefully monitored by my father. I had as much freedom as he wanted me to have. I realize now it was fattening me up for the kill.”

“How do you mean? What did he have to gain by keeping you there?”

He sighed. “My father didn’t want me around Dark Harbor that much because he didn’t want to remind the pack that I’m gay. By keeping me away, they knew about me in theory, but when he really sprang me on everyone, it got to be as the great savior of the Havilland pack. He knew it would be tough for pack members to object.”

“Even so, some did. I saw them walk out.”

“Yeah. But few have the balls to turn down Donald’s money, even though they know my father will squander it.” He pushed to standing. “He’s been living off their tribute for years and keeps demanding more.”

“Why don’t they get rid of him?”

“Old founding-fathers’ blood. We’re pure Havilland. We go back to the beginning. The first creation of the wolf. The pack has been taught that nothing’s more valuable.”

“Divine right of kings.”

“Exactly. Our ancestors started in the caves around Dark Harbor. The mansion’s built over a couple of them. Some of the pack are glad I’m gay so I can marry Anderson, get his money, and not produce any kids since he’s from lower-class stock.”

“Like me.”

He glanced at Rome and nodded. “Sadly, yes. That’s one of the reasons my clan hates yours. It pisses them off royally that your pack’s so successful. They figure the wolfgods should be punishing you and putting you in your place.” He chuckled harshly.

“So that’s it? We can’t run away?” A huge lump lodged in Rome’s throat.

Jules reached out and laid a hand on Rome’s arm. “You don’t even know me. Yes, we’ve got some chemistry. You can’t use that as the basis for spending your life with me.”

“Wanna bet?” He wrapped his hand over Jules’s.

“Come on, be serious.”

“I am. At least we’d have chosen each other. We could start out together, and then if you end up hating me, we could go our separate ways. Either way, you could have your life back.”

“Right, jumping at every shadow I think might be Ty Montgomery? Even if we could blend into human society, they’d find us. Hell, wolves may be docile most of the time, but don’t give them prey to track. Then they’re relentless.”

Sadly true. “But once you marry Anderson and I marry whomever my father picks, that’s it. Tied for life.”

Jules brought his other hand to Rome’s face. “Hey, I’m glad I got to kiss you once.”

Rome blinked against the heat behind his eyes. He leaned in and pressed his lips softly against Jules’s. Warm and distant. Fuck. Sure felt like a goodbye kiss.

As he climbed down the trellis, he glanced up and saw Jules drop his face in his hand.

 

 

ROME walked into the family home and headed for the staircase. His phone buzzed. Damn, how did his father do that? The text read Please come to my office.

He made a noisy breath since he was in the entry and could get away with it. No way he wanted to talk to his father tonight. He wanted to lie down and half mourn/half plot a way to be with Jules. Shit.

Striding back through the elegant if a little ostentatious mansion, he opened the door to a back hall and walked into his father’s office. Offices, actually. Benedetto ran most of their vast empire from these rooms, although Siracusa Enterprises had buildings in New York, San Francisco, London, and Shanghai.

Rome heard voices from the room at the end of the hall that was more study than office.

His father called, “We’re down here, Rome.”

When Rome looked around the corner into the office, he found his father and his grandfather Lawrence sitting opposite each other on the comfortable couches at the center of the room. Rome smiled. He loved Grandfather Lawrence. The old man seemed to have concerns that weren’t totally about business and making a profit. “Good evening.”

“Come sit.”

Lawrence patted the couch next to him, and Rome crossed and perched on the seat, then gave his grandfather a kiss on the cheek. Their old country roots meant they kissed more than a lot of wolf families. Kissing reminded him of Jules, and he tamped down his reaction to the memory. Literally down.

His father said, “Did you have a nice evening, Rome?”

“Nice enough, sir. I just went to the club with Merrick.”

“Were the Havillands there?”

“In force. I noticed Ty Montgomery sitting with Gerard Havilland’s son and his fiancé.”

His father frowned. “Ridiculous embarrassment.”

Rome bit the inside of his cheeks to keep from screaming. “It seemed almost like Ty was looking after the heir. I guess they wouldn’t want their meal ticket to get away.” It came out more bitter than he intended.

His father raised an eyebrow. “You think this abomination wants to escape? Doesn’t he have everything he could want? Money and his father’s pack handed to him on the proverbial silver platter, based on his blood and nothing else?”

Shit. If he had half a ball, he’d walk out and never see his family again. Hard for wolves. Damned hard. “I think the son’s not even a little happy about it.”

“Why do you say that, Rome?” Lawrence asked with a gentle smile.

He shrugged. “I’ve seen him twice now, once at his own engagement party. He never looks happy about this whole thing.”

“Expressions can be deceiving.” His father sipped his evening tea.

“Perhaps.”

Lawrence asked, “What’s he like? The Havilland boy?”

Be careful. “It’s probably not correct to call him a boy. I’d guess he’s older than me. He seems to be out of school. They say he’s an artist and he was living in New York when he got summoned to ‘save the pack.’” He made quotations in the air. “Tall, slim. That elegant Havilland breeding shows all over his face.” Shut up before you start waxing poetic again.

His father snorted. “Effete, overbred leeches.”

Lawrence kept his mild expression but said, “I think it’s unwise to write off any clan as influential as the Havillands, Benedetto.”

“Of course, you’re right. Old habits die hard.”

Lawrence smiled. “And Anderson is a wild card. Who knows what that much money and ruthless focus could do with a clan like Havilland?”

Benedetto gazed at his father-in-law levelly. “You don’t agree with the popular wisdom that Havilland will just overspend the money and it’ll be gone in no time?”

Rome glanced at Lawrence. “Anderson’s no dummy. He must know that Havilland’s a drunk. Why would he allow himself to be used if it wasn’t to his advantage?”

His father smiled. “My, you do ask the right questions, Rome.”

“Makes sense.”

“At first I thought Anthony’s theory was wild talk, but after looking into it a bit more, I think there could be a chance Anderson wants to take over Havilland’s pack.”

“No shit?” He clapped a hand to his mouth. “Excuse me.”


“You’re excused. In fact, that’s what Lawrence and I have been discussing. I don’t think it’s good for Siracusa pack to have Anderson take over. Yes, he’s more stable but also more acquisitive and greedy. He’s a loose cannon. No, we want to make a move that prevents such a possibility. Have you had further contact with the female, Rhonda?”

He couldn’t control the frown.

Lawrence put a hand on his back. “I had understood that you were interested in her.” His voice as always was soft and lyrical, like water dripping into a Japanese pond.

“She’s not very bright. I can’t imagine being saddled with her, and I don’t think she’d be a fitting Siracusa female.”

“Ah, I see.” His grandfather gazed at him steadily. Rome tried to meet his eyes and failed.

His father said, “But I’ve also investigated her. She’s far more influential than you told us, Rome. Her father is Wendell Montgomery’s brother. She’s Ty’s cousin and very pure Havilland blood.”

“What do you care about Havilland blood?” Rome scowled and tried to control the edge in his voice. “Didn’t you just call them overbred?”

His father gave that canny-as-a-wolf smile. “I don’t care, but other Havillands do.”

Rome breathed. He could barely get the words out. He’d told himself his father just wanted to use a Havilland female to spy on his enemy. Now? Whoa. “So you’re really thinking of trying to form an alliance with Havilland by marriage?”

“Rome, you’re a very smart male. For one so young, you have remarkable powers of observation and judgment.”

“You seriously think you can carry it off?” He swallowed.

“We’re exploring the possibilities, but to do it we need to preempt this Anderson atrocity.” He leaned forward intently. “So far as we know, Rhonda is the only Havilland female of high rank who might be amenable to an approach by a Siracusa.”

His belly flipped. “I don’t think we’ve really explored the field.”

His father sat back. “Then it’s time to get to exploring, and I mean fast. Find an available Havilland who’s open to a liaison and make sure she has influence in the pack, as I’m told this Rhonda does. Do it soon, Rome. Now. Time’s wasting and we don’t know what Anderson’s planning.”

“Sir, why me?”

His father’s gaze bored into him. “Because you’re my only unmarried son, of course. But more importantly, for the very reasons I mentioned. You’re smart, observant, and have excellent powers of critical thinking. You’re true alpha material.”

“But—”

He held up a hand. “It will come. I’m sure of it.”

Lawrence’s hand pressed against Rome’s back. His father had breached protocol by alluding to alpha advantage to one who hadn’t yet demonstrated that he possessed it. He had to be pretty certain Rome would be an alpha.

For the first time, Rome would have been happy not to have his father’s good opinion.






Chapter Eight

 

 

DON’T wanna. Don’t wanna. Don’t wanna.

Rome munched eggs Benedict and glanced covertly around the club dining room toward the tables of Havillands. Like on most Sundays, all the families gathered at their own tables, mated pairs at both ends and children between. Some groups were so big with children’s children’s children that they needed two and three tables.

Yes, he was supposed to be scanning for females, but his eyes had a mind of their own. Oh shit, he’s so beautiful.

Jules sat at the Havilland alpha table between his father and Anderson. Closest to the windows based on rank, the Havilland table allowed sunlight to shine off Jules’s hair and glint from his cheekbones. Those were the cheekbones below the saddest eyes anywhere. Rome’s heart squeezed.

Havilland wove a little in his chair, and the glass in front of him looked more like a screwdriver than OJ.

Rome felt more than saw his father’s eyes on him. He’d been granted the honor of sitting next to his father at the table, a spot usually reserved for Federico and his wife and two cubs. The honor made him nervous. To those whom much was given, a fucking lot was expected. He said the first thing that popped in his mind. “Havilland’s drunk already.”

“Oh?” His father’s voice sounded—observant. “How do you know?”

Shit! Most wolves couldn’t have seen any details of Havilland’s table, which sat farthest from Siracusa. “Uh, I thought I saw him practically fall out of his chair.” Did that sound reasonable?

“I notice that the girl, Rhonda, sits at the Montgomery table, which is nearest to Havilland.”


“Yes.” He wanted to sigh. He glanced at the table and took a little breath.

“What?”

“Don’t look. Pretend you’re doing something else.”

His father elaborately buttered his toast, and Rome let his eyes rest on the interested glance of—Yolanda Montgomery. Out of her green makeup, she was positively pretty in a formidable sort of way. Made sense. Ty was yummy—if you didn’t count his nasty temper. She glanced at her brother sitting next to her, but he seemed way too busy leaning backward in his chair to tease Donald Anderson at the next table. He wasn’t watching Yolanda. Her lips turned up ever so slightly. Rome let his do the same. Yes, playing with fire, but any reasonable diversion from Rhonda was welcome. Besides, the fact that Yolanda would smile at him was intriguing, and he was enough his father’s son that intrigue compelled him.

Someone at the table spoke to Yolanda, and she turned her head toward them, but her eyes remained on Rome’s for seconds before she finally looked toward the speaker. Rome turned to his father. “Interesting.”

“Tell me.”

“I just got a smile from Yolanda Montgomery.”

“Ty’s sister?”

“Yes, the one I danced with. But, of course, I was in a total mask, so she had no way of knowing who I was. I doubt she could recognize me, and I have no idea why she’d be smiling at me now.”

“But I gather you’d like to find out.” His father grinned.

“Absolutely.”

“Then have at it. The future may depend on your charm and ability to reproduce.” He slapped Rome’s back and laughed.

Barfing was an option.

He looked up and found Jules staring at him. A gaze in which he’d like to drown.

After brunch, the pack families mingled and took advantage of the club’s swimming pool, tennis courts, basketball hoops, gym, and beach—always careful to keep the Havillands and the Siracusas as far apart as venues allowed. Occasionally young wolves from the rival packs would take each other on for bragging rights—the closest to war they could legally get.

Rome wandered out from the locker room into the sunlight, wearing his board shorts and a light shirt he kept unbuttoned. He dressed in “have at it” mode, but there was only one person he really wanted to admire him. He glanced around but didn’t see Jules anywhere. Maybe they’d left.

Merrick came bounding over like the giant puppy he was. “Hey, man, pulling out the big guns, huh?”

“What?” He gave him a grin to show he wasn’t completely in the dark.

“Those are your show-off-the-ass-ets shorts. You can’t fool me. Who you after? Is it Rhonda hunting time?”

He shrugged. Actually telling Merrick his father’s intentions wasn’t wise. “I’m shopping.”

“Nah, you’re the store window, and you’re waiting to see who pushes in their cart.” He laughed.

“Something like that.”

“Holler if you need a wingman. I’ve got a match in five.” Merrick loved his tennis and was wickedly adept.

Rome frowned. “Not with Ty, I hope.”

“Nah. He’s not that stupid. I think he’s playing with Anderson and the Havilland guy.”

Rome’s heart slammed the inside of his ribs. “I’ll walk along with you. Think I might try the beach.”

“Water’s pretty cold, I hear.” They started off down the path toward the courts and beyond them, the entry to the Dark Harbor beach.

Halfway to the courts, the scent of orange blossoms filled Rome’s nose—and his cock. Shit. He fastened two buttons on his shirt so it hung over his incipient erection. He sped up until Merrick laughed, “What’s your hurry?”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“You just want to see what females you can lure behind the sand dunes.” He laughed as they came around the corner and saw two of the courts spread in front of them. On the nearest one, Ty and Anderson slammed a ball back and forth. Anderson had more style, but Ty made up for it in power, and they were well matched.

Standing beside the court in tennis whites was Jules. Oh. My. Wolfgod! His long legs shone a light tan in the bright sun, defined by a beautiful musculature like his chest. The shorts caressed a high, round ass. Heat filled Rome’s chest.

“She-it, who knew Jules Havilland had a body like that? I mean, he looks skinny in clothes.”

If Merrick had been anyone else, Rome might have teased him about noticing male’s asses so often, but no way did he want to make his friend uncomfortable. “Yeah. He’s pretty damned handsome.”

Merrick nodded. “I agree.”

From the court beyond where Anderson and Ty played, Giancarlo Motecito waved a racquet at Merrick. Rome nudged him. “Go play. I’ll see you later.”

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“Yeah, well, that gives me a lot of leeway.”

Laughing his puppy laugh, Merrick ran toward the court, and Jules looked up.

Rome didn’t move. Couldn’t, more like. Locked and loaded in a pair of deep blue eyes.

Jules’s lips parted, and Rome heard his own whisper-soft moan.

“Jules! Pay attention. You’re up.”

Jules snapped his head around toward Anderson, who frowned at him and shot Rome a glance of pure unfriendliness.

Whew. Not good. Get the fuck out of here. Rome jogged toward the beach, not even looking back.

 

 

JULES trotted up to Donald and grabbed his racquet from the bench at the side of the court. Donald hadn’t stopped frowning since he saw Rome. “What was that all about?”

Jules shot a casual glance in the direction Rome had run off. “Don’t know. I think he saw me and didn’t want to risk confrontation, so he stopped.”

“Oh? Well, you’re about as confronting as a hummingbird.” He barked a laugh.

“I’m the son of the Havilland alpha.” He raised a brow. “And they say if hummingbirds were bigger, they’d be the most dangerous birds on earth. I’m bigger.” He flipped the tail of hair off his shoulder and walked to the other side of the net. Donald had won over Ty, but not by much. Let’s see what he can do with a hummingbird.

As Donald positioned himself for the serve, Ty yelled, “Go, Ronnie. Get him!”

Ronnie? Seriously? His gaze crept down the path toward the beach where Rome had disappeared. What would life be like if he could just walk to the sand and curl up on a blanket beside Rome with no fear?

The ball whizzed past his head, missing his ear by less than an inch. Shit!

Ty cheered, and Donald smirked. Okay, Jules, wake up and smell the testosterone. He grabbed the ball, tossed it in the air, and slammed it across the net so hard it should have penetrated the clay. Donald’s face got suddenly serious. Take that, you asshole.


On Donald’s next serve, Jules returned another slam and set the pace for beating Donald and then Ty in straight sets. He walked off, packed his racquet in its case, stalked past Donald, and paused. He made a flapping motion with his hands. “Cheep, cheep.”

Donald had the good grace to laugh as Jules strode to the clubhouse.

 

 

ROME leaned back on his arms and let the sun seep into his bare chest and legs. All around him, young wolves played Frisbee while mothers created sandcastles with the little cubs. Across the beach, on towels of their own, a group of Havilland females giggled and cast him more than a few glances. Farther down the sand, closer to the water, Yolanda stretched on her own towel and read a book. Other pack members gave her a wide berth. Interesting. Was it just because of Ty?

Off to the right, an outcropping of rock separated a small cove from the main gathering area. At night, couples often used the little spot for making out since it could be accessed secretly from the rocks above, but few people went there during the day unless they swam. Might be a good place to meet Jules. Also might be a good place to get a moment’s peace.

Rome got up, brushed off his butt, and walked down the sand toward the water. He waded in ankle-deep. Whoa. Cold as advertised. The tidal surge pulled at his legs. That’d keep the wolves out of the water. Taking a deep breath, he plunged into an oncoming wave and swam under the surf toward the deeper water. It only took a second to adapt to the temperature—another alpha advantage designed to keep alpha wolves alive in extreme weather.

A powerful swimmer, he navigated against the current around the point and back into the quiet cove beyond. He shook himself like a canine and walked out of the surf onto the warm beach. Alone at last. As he’d guessed, no one had braved the swim. Good with him. He scraped his feet through the rocky sand until he made it to the promontory that stuck out into the cove and formed a series of little rooms on the other side. These were the chosen make-out places.

One alcove caught the sun, and he settled down to sit with his back against the rock and think. What the hell am I going to do? To stay with my pack, I need to marry a female and put myself at the center of an alliance that changes the future of Dark Harbor. A marriage that’s a lie. Hell, a life that’s a lie. But that alliance could be so valuable to the pack, a value that resonated in his furry soul.

Can I sacrifice that much? Would changing the werewolf world as he knew it be enough to give up any chance of personal happiness?

Oh wolfgods! If he married a Havilland female, he’d see Jules every day. Married to Donald Anderson and both of them condemned to marriage forever—because there was no divorce in their lives. How long would it take for him to commit an unforgivable sin—or go mad trying not to? Shit. Shit. Shit.

Wait! His nose twitched and his head shot up. Someone’s here! He’d been so engrossed, he hadn’t paid attention. If that was Ty—

“Hello? Rome?”

Female. He stepped out from his hiding place and came face-to-face with Yolanda. “Oh, hi.”

She wore only a black bikini, her strong, curvy body shown off to good advantage, her long dark hair slicked to her head. “Hi. I thought I might be invited.”

“You swam around the point?”

She shook her wet head. “As you see.”

“You’re some swimmer.” He grinned. “Step into my office.” He waved a hand at the alcove.

She chuckled huskily and settled comfortably on the sand. “It took you awhile to know I was here.”

“Dozing.” He sat cross-legged opposite her. What in hell did she want?

She bent her knees and leaned her head on them. “How did you get into and out of our party without getting killed?”

Whoa! “How do you know it was me?” He grinned.

“I didn’t at the time, of course, but then I saw you at the club and noticed your great ass and graceful walk, both of which I’d noted in Batman. Then I saw you with Merrick and figured out Darth Vader was just that cocky. So how’d you do it?”

He shrugged. Think fast. “There’s not much security, even at the party. We waited for a break and sneaked in the kitchen door.”

“Why?”

“Boys will be boys.” He said it with just enough of a question that she laughed.

“Okay, I’m willing to believe you’d do it on a dare. Plus, I see Merrick with his tongue hanging out over vacuous Rhonda, so I imagine she had something to do with it.”

“I’ll never tell.” He held up a hand.

“So why did you dance with me?”

“Damn, female, you are direct.”

“You noticed.” She gave a lazy smile.

“Honestly, I didn’t know who you were or I probably wouldn’t have. It was an unwise situation in which to call attention to myself—-especially with Ty.”

“But you didn’t know who I was, so the question remains. Why did you ask me?”

He looked out at the ocean. “You’re attractive—and you looked alone.”

“Ah. A circumstance to which you relate.” Not a question.

“Why do you say that?”

“Observation.”

“Why don’t the girls like to play with you? Just because of Ty? I mean, hell, he probably won’t kill them.”

She laughed. “No. I just don’t suffer fools, and I’m not interested in a lot of girlie crap. After I turned down about fifty invitations to be someone’s bridesmaid or attend their makeup party, they gave up.”

“Lonely?”

“Not much. You?”

He leveled a gaze at her. “Why would you think I’m lonely? I’ve been a bridesmaid many times.”

She snorted. “You don’t fit in with that nest of gangsters.”

He frowned.

“I don’t exactly mean that in a bad way.”

“How can you be a gangster in a good way?”

“By seeing The Godfather one too many times. I mean, your father’s obviously a smart, capable man, which is more than I can say about my uncle. Your brothers are a bit clichéd but not bad. They just swallowed too much crap about alpha males. You, on the other hand, outshine all of them—smart, open-minded, accessible to change, and dynamic. I think you’re pretty amazing, but I doubt anyone appreciates you—-or knows you, for that matter.” She stopped.

He stared at her.

Her eyes flicked to his face. “That was the end of my paean of praise to your virtues, in case you were waiting for more.”

He threw his head back and howled a laugh. “Do you let anyone get away with anything?”

“Not often. That’s also why I’m not very popular.”

“Especially emperors with no clothes, I’ll bet.”

“Yeah, my dad tries to keep me away from anyone who matters.”

“Shit, you’d be a great alpha female.” Whoa. What did he just say?

“From your lips to the wolfgods’ ears. I sure wouldn’t mind whipping some lazyass packs into shape.” She grinned.

“You’re the female to do it.”

“So why don’t you take me out?”

“What? I don’t have a death wish.”

“I’ll bet between the two of us, we could figure out someplace to have dinner where Ty Montgomery isn’t likely to find us.”

“Sure. Anyplace that doesn’t serve fries.”

She flashed her bright-white, very sharp teeth. “Now you’re thinking like my kind of wolf.”

Well, damn, his father would be ecstatic, but how scary was it to hang out with the smartest she-wolf bitch on the planet?






Chapter Nine

 

 

JULES stared out the window of the little red sports car—what kind was it again?—as Donald pulled up in front of the mansion and stopped.

Try to look interested. He turned and smiled. “Are you staying with us tonight?”

“Nah. I’m sick of dealing with your father, and I have work to do.” His smile got hungry, and he slid a hand around Jules’s neck—not a long reach in the small confines of the car. “Unless I can sleep with you. In that case I’ll stay all night.”

Not the first time this topic had come up.

“I don’t think it’s customary to deliver the goods until the contract has been signed.” He couldn’t keep the anger out of his voice.

“Yeah, well, haven’t you heard of the marketing concept of free samples?”

“Not at Tiffany’s.” He offered up his best snarky smile and got a return laugh from Donald.

“You figure that ass is twenty-four karat, huh?”

“So I’m told.”

He scowled. “By who?”

“Those who long for access.”

The frown lightened. “Kiss me good night so I can get to my office.”

Jules hid his shudder and leaned forward. Donald tightened his hand in Jules’s hair, yanked his head in, and closed his lips over Jules’s mouth. He tasted of the wine he’d drunk and maybe a little leftover grease from the gigantic steak he’d consumed, super rare. No cajoling by this tongue. He stuck it into Jules’s throat and withdrew it over and over—surely meant to be a preview of thrusting acts to come. If so, no movie trailer could be more off-putting to Jules. The sweet hotness of Rome’s mouth rose up in memory, trying to block the live experience. No such luck. Yuck. He gently pressed against Donald’s chest, but he might as well have been pushing a wall. Turning his head to the side, he managed to get his lips free enough to say, “Good night.”

“Like hell!” Donald pulled Jules’s hair and slammed his mouth back on Jules’s lips so powerfully they cut against his teeth and Jules tasted the sharp iron of blood.

Enough. Of. This. Fucking. Crap. Jules grabbed Donald’s hair and yanked hard enough it came close to snapping his neck.

“What the fuck?”

Tightening his grip, Jules held Donald’s head. “Remember who you’re dealing with, puppy. I said good night.” He released Donald so quickly he fell back against the driver’s door. Jules tried his door and found it locked. He turned his head and met Donald’s eyes with his own. The message was not friendly.

Donald reached behind him and unlocked the door so fast the sheer inertia should have singed his fingers. Jules slid out and stalked to the front door of the mansion, pulling his key from his pocket.

That wasn’t wise, but sometimes wisdom is overrated.

Inside the entry, he stopped. His father sat on the next-to-the-bottom step on the huge, Tara-like staircase that graced the mansion from way back in the day. “Sir, are you all right?”

His father looked up, bleary-eyed as usual. “Where’s Anderson?”

“He left. He said he had some work he had to do.”

“Fuck that. We need to finish this agreement so I can get my money.”

His money. Only hundreds of generations of werewolf blood rich in filial piety kept him from smashing his father in the face. “I seem to recall I’m the one giving up my life for this money, and I suggest you be sober when you negotiate with Anderson, since I’ll be damned if I’ll be a sacrifice for less than a fantastic deal.”

 

 

HERE I am again. Rome skirted the edge of the fence behind Jules’s rooms. If Anderson’s money had already been put to work on security, he was toast, but Jules’s sad eyes kept flashing in his head.

I should let it go. Accept my fate and Jules’s. Shit, somehow it was easier to accept his own. The prospect of Jules married to that rich asshole for the rest of his days made Rome want to puke.

With a leap he grabbed a handhold halfway up the fence, pulled himself up, grasped the top, and with a high jumper’s vault, scaled the top and dropped down to the ground, where he landed in a crouch. Perhaps Havilland didn’t worry so much about security since most wolves couldn’t have scaled that fence without equipment. Or maybe he figured he didn’t have much left to steal.

Bending low to blend into the overgrown bushes, Rome skirted the lawn and found the tree that grew closest to the balcony. No lights inside. Maybe he’s asleep? But it was still relatively early. He hunkered down and rested his head on his hand.

 

 


JULES stared down at the sleeping guy. Wolfgods, look at that face. So bold and beautiful—like everything about him.

He squatted down a few feet from Rome. Any closer and he was pretty sure Rome would smell him. Surprised he hasn’t yet. Must be really tired. “Rome?”

In one shockingly instant move, Rome’s eyes flicked open and he leaped to his feet in a fighting crouch with hands extended and a snarl on his lips. And such pretty lips they are.

Jules smiled as he stood. “Day late and dollar short there, wolfie. If I’d wanted to kill you, you’d be dead by now.”

Rome snorted and shook his head. “In my defense, you don’t register on my brain as an enemy.”

“Glad to hear that.”

“Sorry to sneak in again, but I just—” He spread his hands. “I just wanted to see you.”

Jules walked closer and sat on the sparse grass under the tree. Rome plopped down in front of him. “What’s going on in Siracusa world?”

A flicker of a frown crossed Rome’s face. “He’s pretty intent on getting me married.”

“Must be catching.” Jules ripped a handful of grass and threw it a couple of feet.

“Have they set a date for the wedding?”

“No. I’d love to believe it’s out of deference to my requests to slow down the process, but the fact is, Donald and my father haven’t been able to work out a deal yet.” He glanced up into Rome’s wide dark eyes. “You know. The deal for my ass.”

“Is, uh, Anderson really awful?” Rome also pulled up grass.

He snapped, “You think forced marriage would be better if the guy is adorable?” Jules held up a hand. “Sorry. That was dumb. In the real world of werewolves, it would be better. Kind of like the old arranged marriages that turned out okay.” He sighed. “The fact is, Anderson’s a full-of-himself, manipulating, my-way-or-the-highway SOB, although I have to confess, I make him worse by baiting him. If I could just be the cute little boy geisha he wants, I’m sure I’d catch more flies.”

Rome tossed a rock so far it probably reached the next state. “You shouldn’t have to. You shouldn’t have to do any of this crap. I just hate it.”

“Not as much as I do, but thanks.” An involuntary shudder shook him. “Wolfgods, the guy kissed me and, shit, I almost broke his neck. I can’t even imagine what I’ll do when it comes time to fuck.” He gritted his teeth against another shudder.

“Damn.” Rome rose up on his knees and gathered Jules against him. “I know I don’t have any right, but the idea of that dude—the idea makes me want to barf. I wish I could kill him!” He clutched Jules tightly to his chest.

Jules stroked Rome’s soft hair. “Easy there, wolfie. Murder outside of warfare is frowned on in our society.”

“I know, I know. We aren’t human. But damn, Jules, I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

He kissed Rome’s cheek. “Thank you, my wolfie.”

Rome’s lips rested against Jules’s ear. “That’s it, you know? I want to be your wolfie. Just yours.”

“Oh wolfgods. How can you say that? You don’t even know me.” But he already felt the answer deep in his heart.

“I knew you from the first second I saw you. My soul recognized yours. I belong with you, Jules. We’re made to go together.” His lips pressed softly against Jules’s ear and the whisper shivered down his spine. “Do you feel it too?”

The word sighed out on a long breath. “Yes.” Jules slid his face to the side until his lips brushed Rome’s. A shock of pleasure lit him up like a neon sign, far too bright to hide in a dark, unkempt garden.

Rome whispered, “You’re so perfect.” His lips closing over Jules’s felt like heaven. Like fate. Like love. Jules wrapped his arms around Rome. Please god of wolves, let me stay this way forever.

Jules kissed deeper, trying to drive the memory of Donald’s thrusting tongue from his mind and his mouth. How was it possible Rome could feel so right? A Siracusa. Synonymous with the word devil in his father’s mouth.

Don’t give a shit. He pressed closer, and Rome hauled him to the ground, cushioning his fall, then stretched out on top of him.


Oh man, too many nerve endings all sparked at once—lips, chest, belly, and, oh yes, cock—mashed against Rome’s hard body and caressed by his soft hands. Sparks flew from Jules’s groin to his butt, making him bob his hips to get a tighter connection as his tongue fenced with Rome’s, hoping to lose the battle. Rome gripped Jules’s ass and wiggled his hips to get between Jules’s legs, the hard lump of his erection turned into a battering ram against Jules’s most sensitive parts. “Holy gods, yes!”

“Oh shit, oh shit.” Rome rode against him so hard Jules saw stars that were nowhere near the dark sky.

Sparks replaced thoughts, and Jules pumped up to meet Rome’s thrusts. He thrashed his head and banged against Rome like a wild man. All he wanted was to come—with Rome. Somehow, spilling seed with Rome felt like fulfillment of some mystic certainty. Written in the stars. “Rome, more. Yes!”

“Oh god of wolves, do it. Now, do it!” He thrust so hard, Jules drove down against Rome’s hands that still protected him from the rocks and twigs on the ground. Grinding their cocks together, he pressed his tongue deep into Jules’s mouth only for a moment, like he needed a taste, but otherwise couldn’t concentrate on anything but their dicks setting fire to the trees—and the world.

“Rome, shiiit!” His head exploded, but not as much as his balls, as shots of heat flooded his briefs and jeans.

Rome gave a long, low moan and froze; head thrown back, eyes squeezed shut. Anyone seeing his gleaming teeth in a feral smile would believe in werewolves on sight.

Rome flopped on top of Jules, laughing. “Well, damn, I haven’t come in my jeans since I was a pup.”

“Me either.” Jules smoothed Rome’s shiny hair. “You make me feel young again.”

Rome propped his head on an elbow and stared down into Jules’s eyes, so very close Jules could see the specks of gold and green in the deep brown of his pupils. “Uh, how old are you, oh ancient one?”

“Twenty-two.”

“Two years older than me.”

“Lying here with squishy pants, I flash back to being fifteen.”

Rome laughed and burst into a chorus of “Like a Virgin.”

Jules slapped his ass. “All I have to do is climb back into my balcony door and toss my clothes in the hamper. You have a trip down the hill in wet drawers.”

“Maybe I’ll throw away my clothes and shift.” Jules raised an eyebrow, and Rome’s cocky grin froze—just for an instant. “I mean, I would if it was closer to the full moon.”

Jules just nodded but tucked the response away. Maybe his wolfie had told him more than he intended. Few wolves could shift except on the three days of the full moon. Powerful wolves extended that perhaps a week in either direction. It was unlikely his own father, alpha of the Havilland pack, could do much better than that.

Rome sighed and kissed the edge of Jules’s mouth. “The next time we do this, how about undressed and in a bed?”

“Good by me, but I’m afraid to try my room. Your scent would linger and be picked up by sensitive noses.”

“Maybe a motel?”

Jules frowned. “Do you have any credit cards that aren’t monitored by your father? Because I sure as hell don’t.”

“I hear there’s this thing called cash.”

“Do you have any?”

“Ah, yes, I do.” He grinned and rolled to the side, removing his wonderful weight and heat from Jules. Rome sat up and wrapped his arms around his bent legs, gazing down at Jules. “Every time my father has given me money for anything, I’ve saved a little. When I pay for things by credit card, I try to get a small amount of cash. I tell him I need cash for food at school, and then I hide it and have a smoothie.”


Jules turned on his side, feeling the prickle of drying cum in his underwear. “That’s a lot of planning. What for?”

He shrugged. “Gods bless the child who’s got his own. Being a gay werewolf in a pack that happens to hate such creatures, it’s a wise idea to have some escape plan.”

“Man, I’m sorry. That sucks.” He drew in a breath. “Do you have plans to leave?”

“I can’t bring myself to say yes. There’s hardly a day some piece of me doesn’t wish I was just a human who could walk away from family and community with little thought and for any reason—offense, adventure, privacy, independence. It’s so easy for them. But us? Hell, our blood barely flows without pack. The idea of being a lone wolf makes me physically ill. It’s a curse, man.”

“Yeah, I know, and worst for us, the sons of alphas. Thousands of years of pack consciousness drives us to protect and save. Shit.”

They both stared at the rocky dirt. Rome said, “What are we going to do, Jules?”

“Our duty, I guess.” He sat up in front of Rome and took his hands.

“Supporting the degeneracy of your pack and the prejudices of mine? Gotta admit, that feels like a crock of shit.”

“Yeah, and we’re in it neck-deep.” He raised Rome’s hands and kissed them.

“But they haven’t married us off yet. Let’s keep our chins up and mouths closed and hope nobody makes waves.” Grabbing Jules tightly, Rome kissed him passionately. “For the first time in my life, I want something more than to make my father proud of me.” He stood, blew a kiss, and ran toward the fence until his beautiful form disappeared in the dark.






Chapter Ten

 

 

“ARE you sure you don’t want to wear a necktie?” Federico rocked back on the edge of Rome’s bed, where he sat next to Anthony and, wonder of wonders, Rome’s father. No one in the family had been this interested in him since—ever. Not when he made the honor society, not when he won the 200-meter freestyle in swimming at the club.

Rome faced his brother with a patient frown. “This is supposed to be a casual dinner, not a reception with the queen. Trust me, Yolanda won’t appreciate it if I look too eager. Remember, she asked me out.”

His father tapped a finger against his chin. “Yes, a very good sign, I think. She must have some kind of liaison in mind.”

“I think she’s a little lonely, which is a situation she created for herself by not being friendly. Since I’m not part of her pack, she probably figures I don’t expect anything from her.”

“I’ll be fascinated to hear her motives.”

So will I. He pulled on a lightweight wool sports coat over his jeans and white shirt.

Federico asked, “Are you sure you’re going far enough out of town? We don’t want to start a war.”

Anthony snorted. “At least not until we’ve got plans laid for a takeover.”

His father frowned and held up a hand. “I have no plans for war of any kind. I believe Rome has the intelligence and sex appeal to come out of this with brass ring in hand.”

As Rome felt the warm pride rise, he tamped it down. Shit, do not feel fucking happy. You’re a courtesan being manipulated by a king.

Anthony laughed. “But to grab the brass ring, he’s going to need brass balls.”

Rome forced himself to laugh with his father and brothers. Half of him wanted to run out of the house and never come back. The other half couldn’t suppress curiosity over what Yolanda Montgomery had in mind. Shit, he’d find out soon enough.

It felt odd driving through the big gates at Dark Harbor. Yes, he did it pretty frequently during the college season since he couldn’t do all his classes online, but most summer activities and virtually all social occasions from womb to tomb were celebrated inside the compound—either at the country club or at pack members’ homes. Pack liked to be together, and trooping big groups of them out into human society was asking for trouble. They stood out just enough—a certain vitality and “otherness” that was compounded in groups. Plus young males could be aggressive, a trait that other wolves accepted but didn’t go down well if a pack member with superior strength and speed took off after a human. No matter how you cut it, there were more humans, and eventually that came out bad for the pack. They hadn’t had a wolf/human confrontation in decades, and no one wanted to press their luck. To the human world, they were just snooty, rich bitches who never came out of their gates. Of course, there were not-as-rich werewolf communities, but the nearest was in Connecticut, and Dark Harbor wolves didn’t worry much about them.

He’d chosen a restaurant on the far other side of Newport from Dark Harbor. He ferried the Mercedes, one of his father’s cars, through town and up the highway toward Portsmouth, then pulled off into the parking lot of Ruby’s, a roadhouse-type restaurant, neither close enough nor upscale enough to attract a special trip by pack members, but a little-known secret in the food department. They served great steaks and hamburgers, not specialties of the area.

His car didn’t stand out in Newport but was a little ostentatious here. Still, not awful. He glanced around as he crawled out of the car at the collection of mostly American models and a few motorcycles. Wonder which is Yolanda? He wasn’t exactly dreading this encounter. He kind of liked her and couldn’t help wondering what she had in mind with this date, because that was what she’d called it. “Take me out,” she’d said. What he dreaded was returning home and reporting to his father, but he could lie if he had to. Hell, he’d been doing it most of his life.

Inside the restaurant, a woman in a too-tight floral dress looked up from some kind of list on her hostess desk and gave him a smile. “Hi, need a table?” Something in her expression said she’d be happy to wait on him in any way he chose.

“I’m meeting someone. She might already be here. Do you have any single females, uh, women already seated?”

She gave him a sideways glance. “You meeting or shopping?”

At that moment, Yolanda leaned around the back of a wooden booth and waved at him. He nodded toward her. “Found her.”

“Okay, then.” She looked disappointed and went back to perusing her list.

Unescorted, he strode back to where Yolanda still peered around the booth. “Hi. Sorry, I had a few negotiations with the hostess.” He sat opposite her on a phony red-leather seat.

“I noticed her lack of enthusiasm toward anything not both male and eligible.” Yolanda looked good. Always attractive in a bold, no-nonsense way, she’d made some special efforts to look feminine, wearing a frilly white blouse over blue jeans he caught a glimpse of as she sat back down. That made him more nervous, but shit, what did he expect? He was on a date with a female. Not his first, although he’d had far fewer dates than he told his family, having spent many nights at the movies when they thought he was sowing his wild werewolf oats. She handed him a menu. “How did you know about this restaurant?”

“Some guys at school told me about it. I came once before and remembered the steaks.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard they’re great.”

“Oh? You knew about this place?”

“Um-hm. Some of the girls were raving about the meat.”

“Oh damn. I figured it was pretty obscure. I should have picked a vegetarian restaurant.”

She laughed. “I imagine we’ll be fine. The pack females only travel in gaggles, and getting them all together on one night to do something probably requires a year of planning.”

“True.” He closed his menu. A waitress hurried over—yes, even two werewolves did look special in human society—and smiled. “Hi. I’m Michelle. I’ll be your server. Can I take your drink order?”

He asked, “What would you like?”

“A gin martini, extra dry, with an olive.”

Holy shit. His eyes must have widened because Yolanda grinned. He cleared his throat. “A glass of chardonnay.”

“Great. I’ll be right back with those.”

“Hope you don’t mind.” Yolanda unfolded her napkin on her lap. “I love martinis, and my family tries not to drink much around Uncle Gerard.”

“Hey, I don’t think being a bad role model will have much effect one way or another.”

She raised her brows. “So true. But my father hates Uncle Gerard’s drinking so much, he makes us all suffer for it.”

“Why doesn’t he take over the pack?” Rome glanced around to be sure no one was near enough to hear.

She grimaced. “He’s not an alpha.”

He shook his head. “There must be someone who could do a better job than Gerard. Hell, he’s running the pack into the ground.”

“Tell me about it. But we’re Havilland pack. Nothing is more sacred than our alpha lineage. Even if someone tries to supplant him—assuming we have another alpha in the pack somewhere—I’m not sure the members will support anyone who’s not direct Havilland bloodline.”

He could barely get the words out. “There’s Jules.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Yes. Most of the pack is crazy about the idea that he’s bringing all that money in, but they want Gerard to stay alpha. Some wouldn’t support Jules because of his age and more because he’s gay, even assuming he’s an alpha, and most aren’t convinced he is.”

“Even if his father supported him?”

“Even then. Quite honestly, I don’t think the kid wants to be alpha. If he did, why hasn’t he been here pleading his case for the last few years while his father sank into alcoholism? To me, a reluctant alpha is almost as bad as a drunken one.”

“Hell, it’s a bitch of a job. Being alpha would be tough for any guy. Add the fact that he’s gay, so subject to censure by practically every member of the pack, and you’re talking hell.”

“So that just proves my point. He’s not the solution.”

Michelle returned with their drinks, and Yolanda reached out her glass. He clinked against it. She smiled. “To the future.”

That made his stomach leap. “Whatever it may be.”

They both drank.

Michelle trotted back over. “Would you like to put in your order? Then I’ll leave you to your drinks.”

Yolanda said, “Sirloin, blood rare.”

“Ooh. Would you like a baked potato with that?”

“Sure. Lots of sour cream.”

“Broccoli?”

“Spare me.” She laughed and took another sip.

Michelle blinked. “You, sir?”

“Same thing, same way.”

She giggled. “That was simple.”

“Yep.”

“We have Baked Alaska tonight. Would you like me to put some aside for you?”

Yolanda shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

Michelle grinned like that dessert probably cost a mint and would therefore increase her tip, then walked away.

The restaurant appeared to be filling up, and people walked by their booth, so they chatted idly to stay out of reach of prying ears. Michelle brought their steaks, and Yolanda grinned at him with the first bite. “Oh my.”

“See. Told you.”

They chewed in companionable silence for a couple of minutes. Yolanda said, “So when do you graduate?”

“Next June, but I’ll probably start on the MBA before I even finish the bachelor’s.”

“Your daddy have big plans for you?”

That question made him a little antsy. He shrugged. “He keeps us all close. I’m the son with the business degree, so we each play our part.” He grinned.

“That middle brother of yours is sure a hothead.”

“Then he might get halfway to your brother.”

“Oooh. Defensive, are we?” She laughed and made a fencing motion with her fork.

“Sorry. Habit.”

“I guess I’m suggesting that your father’s a smart man, and he probably sees that your oldest brother is Tom Hagen, right? The consigliere. And the middle brother is Sonny, the hothead. But you, you’re Michael.”

He suddenly got the Godfather reference and started to laugh. She grinned back. He shook his head. “Federico’s not a lawyer. Anthony is.” And Michael wasn’t gay.

“The principle’s the same.”

“I’m no godfather.”

“No, but you’re smart and capable and level-headed.”

He frowned. “Forgive me, but how the fuck do you know that?”

“Observation and inquiry.” She chewed her last bite of steak enthusiastically.

“Why do you care?”

She put down her fork and leaned forward. “Because someone has to do something about the disintegration of the Havilland pack.”

“And you’re that someone?”

“Why not?”

Had him there. He gazed at her with narrowed eyes.

“I keep looking at the Magic 8-Ball from every angle, and I can’t see anyone stepping forward to solve the problem. My father’s too soft. My brother’s too mean. I could do it, but they won’t accept a female alone, and I’m worried about this Anderson character. I think he’s going to usurp power as soon as he marries Jules. That will result in a total meltdown in the pack, since the only thing that holds them together is blood identity.”

Rome blew out a column of air. “Damn, female, I couldn’t have summarized it better myself.”

“Exactly. You understand it more clearly than most of the members of the pack.”

“I’ve got nothing invested. It makes for clearer vision.” That wasn’t entirely true.

She took a deep breath that expanded her full chest over the top of the blouse she wore. “That’s why I think Siracusa needs to stage a takeover.”

His head snapped up, and the glass in his hand crashed to the table, splattering the small amount of wine left in it. “What the fuck?”

Michelle magically appeared. “No worries, sir. Let me take care of that.”

Rome stared at Yolanda as Michelle mopped the splashes from the tablecloth and gathered their empty plates. Another waiter brought a refill of both their drinks.

Rome frowned. “We didn’t order those.” Shit, why should he be so shocked to realize someone else had the same idea as his father?

“Compliments of the house, sir.”

Yolanda quietly swirled her olive in the martini, picked it off the toothpick with her shiny white teeth, and grinned as she took a sip.

Michelle hurried back with new flatware and presented two flaming Baked Alaskas. Rome tried to smile. “Thanks, these look beautiful.” She smiled big and kind of backed away.

Yolanda picked up her spoon and dug into the still-burning meringue, ferried it to her mouth, and bit. Man, was that appropriate. “Umm. Delicious.” She chewed and swallowed. “Not what you expected to hear?”

“Obviously. If you think Anderson would be disruptive, why would a takeover by my family be better?”

“Because your father’s a powerful alpha, and the pack will respond to that. Plus you can call it an alliance, not a takeover.”

“Oh?”

“Of course.” Her eyes met his, and her smile consumed way more than Baked Alaska. “And seal it with a marriage.”

His stomach visited his knees, then bounced into his throat. “What makes you think we could do it? Take over, I mean?”

“Who’s going to stop you?”

“You outnumber us two to one.”

“Most of our males are overbred and undertrained.”

“Ty—”

A crease popped between her brows. “—can mount a resistance, that’s true. But if I’m part of the deal, I’m guessing he can be persuaded to see reason.”

“Shit, it’d be the first time.”

“True. He doesn’t like you, and he hates that friend of yours. The cute one. Merrick.” She shrugged. “If worse comes to worst, sic your middle brother on him.”

“There hasn’t been a wolf war in generations.”

“Not war. Alliance.”

“Usually alliances are mounted against a common enemy.”

Her expression got deadly serious. “We have one. Donald Anderson.” Someone walked by the table, and Yolanda dropped her voice, leaning closer. “I don’t think he—”

A gasp brought Rome’s head up—and he stared straight into the wide, shocked, bluer than blue eyes of Jules Havilland. Jules staggered back a step, his head whipped back and forth between them, and then he looked frantically over his shoulder. He turned like his tail was on fire and rushed back the way he’d come.






Chapter Eleven

 

 

YOLANDA stared at Jules’s retreating back and hissed, “Shit! He’s probably with Anderson.”

“Yes.” Rome grabbed his wallet, ripped two hundred-dollar bills from it, and threw them on the table. “Come on. There has to be a way out through the kitchen.”

He peeked around the corner of the booth. Sweet gods of wolves, what did Jules think? No one came running toward them, so he slid out, offered a hand to Yolanda, and hurried toward the back of the restaurant. He glanced down the hall that said Restrooms but saw no exit.

Michelle pushed out the swinging door from the kitchen. Rome flashed his teeth. “Hi, Michelle. We need to go out the back. An old boyfriend situation, you understand?”

She looked at Yolanda in sisterly camaraderie. “Sure, come on.” She giggled and pushed open the kitchen door, held it for them, then followed them in. A dozen busy workers rushed around but stared at them interestedly. Not good. If someone asked about them, they’d all remember. Michelle threaded through the narrow aisles between cooking and serving counters, then pointed to a back door. “There you go. Good luck.”

“Thanks, Michelle.” He kissed her cheek, and she about burst her white server’s jacket.

In the parking lot, he turned to Yolanda. “Where’s your car?”

She pointed. “Over there, but don’t come with me. It’s just one more chance to be seen.”

“I’m really sorry. I never thought we’d see anyone, much less Jules Havilland.”

“Not your fault. I asked you. Just bad fucking luck.” She shook her head. “What do you think he’ll do?”

“I’ve got no idea.” That was so fucking true, and it made him ill.

“He had to be with Anderson.”

“Yeah. I imagine so.” He ran a hand over his hair.

“Just think about what I said, okay?”

He crossed his arms. “He’s not dumb. He has to know something’s up with this.” He waggled a finger back and forth between them. “He could eliminate any chance of surprise, and that would queer the deal.” Shit, was he disappointed or relieved? He had to talk to Jules.

“I guess we just have to wait and see what happens.” She made a barking sound. “I’m not known for my patience.”

“I guessed that.” He managed a grin.

“Thanks for dinner, anyway. I’ll figure out a plan to get in touch. Maybe we’ll pass notes at the country club.” She popped a smile, and he smiled back. Ballsy, gutsy female. He liked her, but he sure as fuck didn’t want to marry her.

She took off at a fast walk toward her car. Rome stepped into the shadows—to wait.

 

 

JULES forced himself to eat another bite of filet.

Donald smiled while chewing. “Isn’t this place as good as I said?” He glanced around the crowded restaurant. “Glad they knew who I am, or we’d never have gotten a table.”

“Yes, it’s great.”

He frowned. “You look uncomfortable. Maybe see if that men’s room is freed up yet, so you can enjoy your food.”

Jules glanced down the aisle to where he’d seen Rome. Rome and Yolanda fucking Montgomery. Were they still there? God of wolves, Rome wouldn’t dare, would he? He had to guess Jules was there with Donald. “Uh, yeah, maybe I’ll try again.”

He slid out of the booth and hurried toward the hall where the restrooms were located. As he came around the corner, he breathed a sigh to see different people—humans—sitting in that booth. The same waitress walked toward them. Jules touched her arm. “Excuse me.”

“Yes?”

“The, uh, people who were here before? Did you see where they went?”

Her eyes widened, then narrowed. “No, I didn’t see anything.” She pushed past him to deliver the basket of bread she carried, clearly smelling like she’d told a lie. But why?

He walked into the men’s room, opened a stall, and sat on the toilet lid. What was that all about? Why would Jules be with Yolanda? Was she his secret girlfriend? The memories of Rome’s moans and whimpers as he rutted against Jules poured over him. Rome’s gay. No doubt about it. Likely not even bisexual. So why would he be with Yolanda in a place he clearly expected no one they knew to see him? They were enemies. Weren’t they? Is Rome collecting information about Havilland pack from Yolanda? Shit, does that mean he’s using me for information too?

If Yolanda Montgomery was consorting with a Siracusa, somebody in Havilland pack ought to know about it. The obvious question: Was he going to tell them?

 

 

FROM the shadows of the building, Rome watched Jules exit the restaurant with Anderson’s grip on his bicep. Despite Anderson’s proprietary air, they didn’t appear to be in a hurry or look like they were rushing to warn Havilland that there was a plot afoot. Maybe Jules hasn’t told Anderson he saw us.

Every instinct said to smack Anderson’s grabby hands and save Jules, but did Jules still think he needed saving? What did he think was going on? Fuck, for that matter, what is going on?

Anderson held the door for Jules, and Rome ran to his own car, staying low under the other parked vehicles. As they pulled out of the parking lot, he followed, remaining a distance behind.

The fact was, Yolanda had just offered an open door to everything Rome’s father wanted. It might even be the best thing for the Havilland pack, since their other choices appeared to be staying with a drunk, being led by an unknown outsider with hidden agendas, or some combination of both. At least the Siracusa pack was Dark Harbor and wanted the best for the community—probably.

So maybe a Siracusa takeover is good for the Havilland pack, but is it good for Jules? If Siracusa took over, he might not have to marry Anderson. Hell, Rome’s father could send Jules back to his life in New York. Jules might love that. But could I go with him? Yeah, right. Rome sighed and slowed the car as Anderson pulled into the gated entrance of Dark Harbor.

He watched Anderson talking to the guard, and then his car disappeared through the gates. Rome counted to ten, then pulled across the road and into the entrance. He peered into the guard stand. “Hi, Mike, it’s Rome.”


The big guard waved. “Hi, Rome. Lots of pack outside the gate tonight.”

“No kidding? I had some school stuff.”

“Glad you’re back safe. I always worry when our residents are out among ’em.”

“Appreciate the concern.” He smiled and drove through at a leisurely pace. As soon as he was out of Mike’s sight, he sped up. Which way would they have gone? Toward Havilland’s? It was still early. On a hunch, Rome turned right toward the club and, sure enough, as he rode past, Anderson was just walking around his car toward the passenger door. Okay, no chance to talk to Jules yet—plus if he didn’t get home soon, his father would send somebody to look for him.

He gritted his teeth and kept driving. Back to the question. If a takeover came, what were Rome’s chances of staying with Jules? Slim, meet none. Yolanda was right about one thing, although she didn’t know it. Rome might be Michael—the only alpha in his family besides his father. Both Federico and Anthony were older by a few years than Rome. Alpha advantage would likely have shown up by now and, unlike Rome, they had no reason to hide it. If that were true, hell, he’d never get away. He’d be alpha of Havilland pack, married to Yolanda for credibility, and not one moment of his life lived as who he really was. His stomach turned. Damn, damn, damn. What in hell should I do?

By the time he pulled the Mercedes into the garage at the mansion, no great decision had dawned—just a lot of vague thoughts and gnawing unease. He slid out and walked in the kitchen door. Maybe no one would be around and he could just go think.

His phone buzzed. Fuck. “Yes, Dad?”

“You’re back early. We’re all in the office.”

All. Damn. He clicked off and dead-man walked his way down the hall. All turned out to be his brothers and Grandfather Lawrence, along with his dad.

“Come on in, Rome. Grab a drink. We’re anxious to hear what happened.”

“Thank you, sir.” He ambled to the bar and carefully sorted through the white wine bottles. Sadly, his father knew killing time when he saw it.

“Pick one. You usually like sauvignon blanc.”

Sighing very softly—Why can’t I think of what to say except the truth?—he sloshed some wine in a glass and walked to the couches. Lawrence scooted over and made room for him. At least he’d have that comfort.

When he sat, everyone in the room except Lawrence leaned forward anxiously. His father asked the question. “What was her agenda?”

“She’s worried about her pack.”

Anthony gave a rude laugh. “I thought for sure you were gonna say, ‘She likes my cute ass.’”

Rome flashed his snarkiest smile. “I never said she didn’t.” He leaned on his knees, cradling his wine. “She’s concerned about Anderson. Yolanda’s a smart female, and she sees the same thing we do. Anderson has a hidden agenda, and she thinks it could be bad for Havilland. Even worse than Gerard.”

“I see.” His father sat back, his big chest rising and falling. “She is smart. And she came to you because—” He made a rolling gesture with his hand.

Fuck. He couldn’t think of a story that made sense. “She thinks Siracusa should take over Havilland.”

Anthony shouted, “What the fuck?”

Rome looked up and his eyes met his father’s. “And call it an alliance.”

Lawrence’s warm hand rested on Rome’s back, out of sight of the others. He understood the implications.

Anthony sneered, “Alliance? What does that mean? They’ll be lucky if we keep them alive.”

His father speared Anthony with a look that would have melted steel. “An alliance through marriage would unite the packs without war.”

“Marriage?”

Federico nodded. “Of course. A marriage between Yolanda Montgomery and Rome. She has the blood.”

“Rome?” Anthony still hadn’t caught up.

“Yes.” Federico looked at Anthony, whom he’d coddled and brought along his whole life. “Father goes to Havilland and proposes an alliance through marriage. If Gerard gets Anderson out of the picture, we’ll provide the needed finances to get their pack back on its feet. And, of course, we’ll take control.”

Lawrence patted against Rome’s back. Sorry, old man. Even your comfort can’t make up for a forsaken life.

His father folded his hands on his flat stomach. “How fortuitous, Rome, that you no longer have to court a female you find stupid in favor of what must be the smartest bitch in Dark Harbor.”

Rome looked up. “There’s a complication.” Shit, he didn’t want to say this, but he was pack, and while he might want to run away and never return, he couldn’t leave his kin in danger.

“What?” His father frowned.

“At dinner with Yolanda, we were seen by the Havilland son.”

Anthony roared again. “What the fuck!”

“That’s not good news.” His father glanced at Lawrence.

Rome said, “I stayed and watched him leave the restaurant with Anderson. Anderson didn’t appear to be in a hurry or look upset. I followed them home, and they went to the club. It doesn’t appear that Jules told Anderson anything.”

Federico shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. He’d have to recognize that a meeting between Rome and Yolanda is nefarious.”

“Or some illicit fuckfest.” Anthony drank a mouthful of wine.

Lawrence spoke softly. “Yes, it does make sense. Rome has told us that Jules Havilland doesn’t appear excited about marrying Anderson. He’s also a smart male. He realizes that regardless of why Rome and Yolanda were meeting, it could get him out of his situation. He may be waiting to see what happens.”

Rome stared into the bottom of his glass. Jules is waiting to see what I do next.

His father set his glass of red on the coffee table firmly. “Regardless, it means we have to act fast. We need to get a proposal of alliance drawn up.” He stood. “Rome, figure out what you need to handle before you get married. Do it fast.” His father walked behind his desk.

The only thing he could think of he needed to do was jump off a bridge. Of course, with his alpha advantage, he’d probably live.

Five minutes later, he left his father’s office to “figure out what he needed to handle.” Five steps out the door, he broke into a run and raced to his rooms. Inside, he changed into jeans and sneakers, grabbed a windbreaker, messed up his bed and put some pillows under the covers, then slid out his window and hopped the short distance to the ground. Crouching low, he ran to the edge of the big property and stared into the woods.

The almost new moon shone little light through the dense trees and foliage. He glanced at his watch. Getting to Jules’s house in human form would take forty minutes at least, depending on how many times he had to hide. No one would expect to see a wolf in Dark Harbor, especially nowhere near the full moon. He sat on the loamy ground and started stripping.

 

 

JULES lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling and vibrating like a tuning fork. Should I get up and tell my father what I saw? Shit! What could they have been up to? Was there danger for his pack? Rome might be his dream walking, but he was still a Siracusa.

Fuck!

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, slid on his flip-flops, and stood. I’ll go talk to Father. See how drunk he is. I’ll decide how much to say after I get there.

He strode out of his room and started down the hall. Donald had stayed again that night, after making yet another attempt to get Jules into bed. As he approached, Jules saw Donald’s door ajar. Maybe Father’s with him—negotiating?

He approached and raised a hand to knock.

“No, Eric, nothing yet. I’m going to agree to more than I plan to deliver, just to get this fucking contract written. Once it’s done, it’s done.”

Jules stopped dead when he heard Donald’s voice and pressed his ear closer.

“No, I can’t bring any of you in until after the wedding, but go ahead and create the systems. The house is huge. Once we have it, we’ll have plenty of room and lots of security. This place is so hush-hush, no law enforcement ever gets close to it. It’s perfect. We’ll even have members of the family to give us alibis.” He laughed. “Yes, I am a genius. What?” He made a rude noise. “Oh yeah, the dude’s gorgeous. One delicious piece of ass. Okay, yeah. Talk soon. I’ll call as soon as I conclude negotiations. I’m headed to a meeting with the old lush right now.”

Jules slipped back from the door and ran to his room like Anderson had just set his delicious piece of ass on fire.






Chapter Twelve

 

 

THE large black wolf slipped through the dense, overgrown bushes outside the Havilland mansion. He sniffed the air. Dogs. Bad. Running around the fence perimeter, he snuffled at the base, looking for a weakness. The rattling of loose wire stopped him, and after a minute’s dedicated digging, he slid under the fence.

Belly almost to the ground, he hurried across the open lawn to the building.

“Woof! Woof!” Wild barking sounded around the edge of the house. The big wolf stopped still, raised his hackles, and bared his teeth. “Urrrrrrr.”

One large dog raced around the corner and stopped so fast his paws dug up chunks of dirt. His eyes widened, he whined, and then he backed up slowly until he disappeared around the corner again.

The wolf sucked wind, shook himself like a huge rag doll, and cast off his body in favor of human form. Rome arched on hands and knees on the dirt—nude. If he could design clothes that shifted with his wolf, he could sell a lot of them in Dark Harbor. With a spring, he grasped the vines that grew to the top of Jules Havilland’s balcony.

As he got close to the top of the wall, he slowed and sniffed. While his sense of smell was even better in wolf form—literally detecting diseases and what people ate three meals before—his human nose could pick up bolder strokes, like sensing which people or wolves had visited a location over the previous few days. He didn’t need much smelling subtlety right then. The scent of orange blossoms filled his head and flooded his heart. He’s here.

 

 

JULES stopped in midpace and stared toward the french doors that led to the balcony. He’s here. His fists clenched as he hurried to the door in time to see Rome Siracusa climb over the top of the balcony rail—naked. Whoa! Even pissed-offedness and suspicion couldn’t dim the sheer prurient majesty of the view. Rome’s tall, lean body, covered with tattoos, dipped and ripped in all the right places—wide shoulders, carved chest, flat belly with something more than a six-pack. But Jules’s gaze kept dipping south, where a large, low-hanging cock and balls dominated the landscape. Glare, don’t stare. Jules folded his arms. “Moonbathing?”

He grinned. “Sorry. I wanted to get here fast.”

“Less wind resistance this way?”

Rome shrugged, and the truth washed over Jules. Rome had shifted so he could travel faster. Jules glanced up at the sky, where a sliver of a moon shone forth weakly. “Are your brothers alphas too?” Three alphas in the next generation of Siracusas would make them powerful, if not unstoppable.

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“Why don’t you know? They’re old enough to have been revealed.”

He leaned on the parapet and stared at his bare feet. “My family doesn’t know I’m alpha. I never told them.”

“What? Why?”

“I’ve always held on to the possibility that I might have to leave the pack—once they discover I’m gay. I figured losing an alpha, especially if I turn out to be the only one in the family, would make them track me even harder.” He shrugged.

Jules compressed his lips. “What were you doing with Yolanda?”

“I gather you haven’t told anyone.”

“That doesn’t mean I won’t.” He paced a step to the side, then faced Rome again. “Anderson’s planning something, and it sounds nefarious. I overheard him on the phone about a half hour ago. He’s with my father now or I’d be there.”

“What do you mean by ‘nefarious’?”

Jules shook his head. “It sounds like he’s planning to move a lot of his people into the mansion, and he specifically mentioned the lack of human law enforcement in Dark Harbor.”

“Shit.” Rome wiped a hand over his neck.

Jules wrapped his arms tightly around himself. “You haven’t answered my question about Yolanda.”

“She’s worried about the future of your pack.”

“Not news.”

“She figures that my father might do a better job of keeping Anderson out.” He stared at his feet again.

“Your father? You mean Siracusa should take over Havilland?” His heart squeezed. Every instinct said Siracusa was the enemy.

“Just think about it for a second. I know we’ve both been trained to hate each other’s packs, but isn’t it possible that Anderson’s the real enemy?”

“That doesn’t excuse a takeover.”

“Maybe not.” He let out a long breath. “Can you think of another option? Short of letting Anderson take over?”

“Maybe I misunderstood. Maybe he really wants to help the pack.” His voice sounded pleading even in his own ears.

“Do you believe that?”

“No, dammit.”

“Do you think Anderson is alpha?”

He shook his head. “Oddly, no. I doubt it. Powerful but not alpha.”

“That’s something, anyway.” Rome stared up at the tiny moon, its light gleaming softly off his beautiful, architectural face. “I’ll be honest. I love my family and I want the best for the pack, but I don’t want to spend my life with a female in order to assure that.” He released a soft breath. “I want to spend my life with you.”

“What?” His heart slammed so hard against his ribs, they should have cracked.

“Is that a surprise? I told you I wanted to be your wolfie.”

“But that’s different than spending our lives together, isn’t it?” Jules slapped a hand against the side of the brick building. “Damn it, Rome, don’t make me dream when there’s no chance it can come true.”

“We’ve got to find a way.”

“How?” He whirled on Rome. “If Siracusa takes over Havilland and you’re the only alpha, I’ll end up watching you marry a female and produce lots of little furries while my heart breaks in two.” He glared at Rome. “They’ll never let you leave. Your father has to suspect you’re alpha. I suspected. He’s no dummy.”

“He doesn’t know I’m gay.”

“You think he’s going to care?”

“Of course. He’ll hate it.” He spat out the words.

Jules ran both hands through his hair. “But it won’t make a whisker’s worth of difference. He’ll believe that marrying you to a female will persuade you away from your misguided tendencies, and that will be that.” He pressed a hand against his chest to keep his heart from falling out. “If you run, he’ll chase you.”

Rome covered the space between them and gathered Jules into his arms. Jules thrashed, but Rome held him against that hot, silky skin. “We’ll think of something.”

“Don’t be stupid.”

“I’m not. Honest. We’ll find a way. If you genuinely want to be with me, I’ll move heaven to make it happen.”

“Sweet gods, that means not just fighting my father and Anderson, but yours too.”

“Yes, that’s what it means.”

“Does your father know you met with Yolanda?”

“Yes. He knew before I went, and my whole family was waiting for me when I got back.”

Jules wrenched himself free from Rome’s grasp. “Fuck! That means he’s already halfway to a takeover, right? I haven’t got any time to try to work things out on this end.”

“How would you work things out?”

Jules started pacing again. “I don’t know. But I have to go to my father and tell him about what I heard Anderson say. It’s not fair to keep it secret. Donald may be done with his talk with my father. I’ve got to get down there.”

“Shall I wait for you?”

“You can’t come inside. They’ll scent you for sure. It’s bad enough here on the balcony.”

“I can wait out here.”

Jules stared at every beautiful, shining inch of Rome. “No. You’re too much of a temptation. I feel like I’m being ripped in half, and all I can think of is sucking your cock.”

Rome chuckled. “I like your train of thought.”

“I need to think about something else, and I can’t do that while you’re standing here smelling like heaven and looking like sin. I can’t promise anything, Rome. I’ve got to talk to my father, and then I’ll think about what comes next.”

“I’m worried about you in this house with Anderson.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“I’d rather it was me taking care of you.”

Jules’s instant reaction was to bristle—but he took a breath. “Thank you. I would too, but that’s not realistic right now.”

“How can you get word to me?”

He raised a brow. “Cell phones are good.”

“All our family phones are owned by my father’s company. I can’t be sure mine isn’t monitored.”

“Shit. I thought it was tough being a Havilland.”

“Yeah.”

“Buy a burner phone with some of that money you’ve been stashing away.”

“I’ll try. Are you sure your phone’s okay?”

Was he? “We’ve got so little security, I can’t imagine anyone getting it together enough to tap our phones. I had this phone in New York.”


“Okay. But remember, Anderson made some of his money in telecommunications. Of course, I doubt the police care about that aspect of his business.” Rome stepped in, and Jules couldn’t resist folding into his arms.

Their lips met, turned sweet, then hungry, and Jules pulled away. “I’ll be in touch.”

“We’ll find a way, Jules.”

“From your lips to the wolfgods’ ears. Be careful, please.”

“You too.” Rome turned, climbed down the trellis, ran halfway across the open space to the trees, and morphed in the literal blink of an eye into a huge black wolf. Wow. Powerful.

Jules wiped a hand across his eyes and strode to the door of his bedroom. Time to face all the music.

He opened the door slowly and peered out into the hall. No one. Walking softly, he sneaked toward Anderson’s door and sniffed. Not there. Damn. Hurrying to the staircase, he listened, then ran down, hopping over the railing at the bottom and slipping into the drawing room in case Donald showed up. Nobody. Okay, closer. He tiptoed out and down the hall toward his father’s office. A TV blared in the small study, and a glance showed Merkel, one of the few pack members who still served Gerard pretty faithfully, sitting sprawled in a chair watching some dancing show. As Jules got closer, voices sounded through the office door—close by. Turning, he ran a couple of steps and slid into the study with Merkel, who looked up, startled, then leaped to his feet. “Oh, sorry, Mr. Havilland. Didn’t see you there.”

“It’s okay.” He pressed a finger to his lips.

“Oh, okay.” Merkel, not the brightest of bulbs, stared at him with a little smile.

Voices got louder in the hall, and a couple of minutes later, Donald walked by the half-open door.

Jules leaned down toward Merkel. “Thanks. I’m playing a joke.”

“Oh. Great.”

“See you.” He waved, slipped out, and ran to the door of his father’s office. He stuck his head in and caught his father mixing a drink. Not like that was hard to do. “May I speak to you, sir?”

“Sh-sure, Jules. Come on in. I was just celebrating completing the contract with Donald.”

“That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

“We’re gonna have the wedding real soon and invite the whole pack and everybody in Dark Harbor. Except the Siracusas, of course. Not them.”

“Father, listen, please. Don’t drink for a minute. I need you to focus.” He put a hand on his father’s arm and Gerard pulled it back, sloshing some of what looked like vodka and vodka on the floor. He walked unsteadily to a chair and took a mouthful of his drink on the way.

Jules sat on the footstool in front of his father. “Please listen to me.”

Gerard turned his eyes to Jules and blinked like he was trying to focus.

Jules leaned in and spoke softly. “I overheard a conversation Donald was having on the phone. He seems to be planning to move some of his business interests into the mansion, and it really sounded like he could be planning to take over the pack.”

“Nah. You worry too much.” His father patted his hand. “He told me he wants to use some of our extra space, and he’s gonna pay me top dollar for it. He’s got no interest in the pack except for you, my pretty son.”

Jules frowned. “The business interests he described sounded illegal. He seemed most interested in the fact that the mansion doesn’t get any attention from law enforcement.”

“So, what’s wrong with that? Werewolves have always operated outside the law. How do you think those bastard Siracusas made all their dough?”

“Father, he described me as ‘a delicious piece of ass.’”

His father snorted. “That’s how real males talk, Jules.”

“Real males? Fuck! Donald is just as gay as I am.”

“I know, I know. I didn’t mean it that way.”

“Oh? How did you mean it?” He stood. “Never mind, don’t answer that. So you refuse to believe that Anderson plans to take over the pack?”

“Of course. You’re just confused about what you heard, Jules. Settle down. You’ll be marrying a handsome, rich male who’s going to save the pack’s ass.”

“I don’t want to marry a handsome, rich male who’s going to save the pack’s ass. I want to marry someone I love, the way you loved Mom.”

His father fell back in his chair like Jules had slapped him.

“I’m sorry, Father. I know we never talk about her, but you loved her and—”

“And I lost her!” He leaped to his feet, threw his glass at the fireplace, and it shattered into a shower of broken crystal. “You don’t need that. You need your pack. How do you expect them to support a fag wolf if you don’t make this sacrifice for them?”

Fuck. Jules stared at his father. “That’s what you think? That I’m a fag?”

“Oh, grow up, Jules. Every male thinks that, at least a little. I accepted you. Most of the pack did too, when no other wolves would. Hell, those fucking Siracusas would have thrown you out on your fuzzy tail. But if you ever expect to have any standing in the pack, you need to show your loyalty to them.”

Jules’s heart hammered, and he narrowed his eyes. “What did it cost you to accept me as homosexual?”

“Wha—what the fuck are you talking about?”

“What did it cost?”

“The respect of every other wolf in Dark Harbor, that’s what.”

“Oh. You think you had their respect before?”

For once, his father’s face turned sheepish. He shrugged. “What difference does it make?”

“The difference is that you gave up nothing—at least nothing you ever had——but in return I’m expected to give up everything—any chance of happiness and any agency in my own life. You’re selling me like a piece of meat and convincing yourself that I owe that to a pack that never wanted me to begin with.” The last words came out on a scream, and he turned and ran out of the office, down the hall, and up the stairs.

As he hurried by, Anderson opened his door. “Hey, sweetheart, we worked out the details, and—”

Jules stopped and stared at Anderson with so much heat behind his eyes, it was a wonder they didn’t pop out. “Sweetheart, my ass!” Jules brushed past Donald, stepped into his suite, and locked the door. Had he really believed his father would disregard him completely? No, fuck! Some piece of his heart had held out the hope that Gerard Havilland would side with his son over the asshole trying to buy his pack. I’m an idiot. What the hell am I going to do now?

He walked to the balcony and looked down.






Chapter Thirteen

 

 

ROME sat on his bed and stared out the sliding doors. He’d sneaked in from his own patio. One more conversation with his father he didn’t need. I should go—leave the pack. His hands itched to start pulling his secret stash of money out of his hiding places. How far can I get before they know I’m gone? Shit, how far can I get before they catch me? No one had to tell him that his father’s reach was long, thorough, and relentless. The family’s historic roots in organized crime still manifested as a network of spies and informants who kept his father apprised of every small detail, from which competitor’s daughter was getting married to whose products were being manufactured by sweatshops. It would be a small step to track down an escaped son. But maybe if I just keep running away, my father will finally get that I don’t want to be his stooge?

Oh shit, who am I kidding? He dropped his head in his hands. I can’t leave without Jules, or at least without knowing what he’s going to do.

His head snapped up. Wolf! Shit, the smell of wolf drifted in from his open patio door. Who? No one in this house could shift at will except his father and him—as far as he knew. Plus he knew his father’s wolf scent.

Ty? He leaped up and rushed to the door. That Ty might be alpha was only a suspicion. Anderson? Jules said no, but—

The scent got close. Very close. And didn’t smell aggressive. Yolanda?

He stared out the partly open door to see a large, almost white wolf standing patiently on the small private patio. The wolf kind of grinned.

Rome grinned back. Well, fuck, talk about underestimation. He stepped out, knelt down, and wrapped his arms around the furry neck. “Hi, Jules.”

“Rurf.” The wolf licked Rome’s face with a raspy tongue, then pulled his head away and nodded toward the stand of trees.

“Right. We need to get away from here before someone else scents you. Let me get some shoes—and clothes for you.” He ran back into his room, slid on his tennis shoes, grabbed a jacket, then pulled some sweatpants and a sweatshirt from his drawer. Funny how much better he felt now that he knew Jules was here—even though it multiplied their danger by a hundred. He stopped. Jules. A bloody alpha. Why didn’t I suspect? He snorted. Because I’m just like the rest of my stupid family—assuming that because he’s pretty and graceful, he’s weak and defenseless. Yeah, right. Jules had just shifted in the near dark of the moon.

He hurried outside and closed the sliding doors behind him. No wolf. He stared around for guards, but few patrolled outside his suite since it was the hardest area to access. Glancing toward the trees, he saw the faint glint of moonlight off a white muzzle. Rome broke into a run. When he slipped into the dense undergrowth, the wolf began to trot and Rome fell in beside him. They ran through the trees for a long time, neither even breathing hard.

Rome followed the wolf, Jules, through bushes and verge until they reached real forest on the edges of Dark Harbor and then ran into the wall that enclosed the community. Rome stopped and turned as a shimmer lit the air beside him, and he watched the wolf’s edges soften and Jules emerge—naked and gorgeous. Rome smiled. “Hi.”

“Hi. I figured we’d better get far away from your place—and mine, for that matter.”

“Here.” Rome held out the sweats. “I’m working against my own self-interest here, but these will protect all that beautiful skin from tree branches.”

Jules grinned and took the sweats. “Thanks.” He sat on the ground and pulled the gray pants over his feet.

Rome leaned against a tree and admired Jules’s dick before it disappeared behind a drawstring—long, on the slim side, with a lovely flared head and nice tight balls. Rome sighed noisily. “Never before have I envied thirty dollars’ worth of Walmart cotton.”

When he got the shirt on, Jules stood, still barefooted, of course, and surveyed the wall. “You up for it?”

“Piece of cake.”

“Okay, let’s go.” Jules took a few steps back, leaped in the air like some player for the Golden State Warriors, grabbed a tree limb, and pulled himself up until he swung his feet to the top of the wall, let go of the branch, and disappeared.

Well, damn. Rome shook his head and chuckled. Talk about your pieces of cake. Sidling up to the wall, he jumped—a lot less gracefully, he suspected—grabbed a branch, and walked his feet to the top of the wall. Not quite the Olympic-style prowess of Mr. Havilland, but he got the job done. When he dropped on the other side of the wall, Jules extended a hand, and he took it. Quietly they walked through the dense forest. “It looks so different in here on a waning moon night.”

Jules grinned. “Yeah. I first shifted early and used to sneak here quite a lot to get away from the other boys.”

“How old were you?”

“Fifteen.”

“Damn, that’s even earlier than me.”

He grinned and kept walking.

“Does your father know you’re alpha?”

“Fuck, no.”

“How have you managed to keep it from him all this time?”

“We haven’t seen each other all that much. I was away at school and then in New York.”

“Was it weird being alone in the city?”

“I wasn’t alone. My father’s uncle’s clan lives there, and I was attached to them. Still, it gave me more independence than here. No one was trying to marry me off.” He pointed. “There’s a favorite spot of mine ahead.”

Jules led him to a small break in the trees—not quite a clearing, but it let someone on the ground get a glimpse of the shiny, dark sky and sliver of moon. As they got closer, Rome heard the splashing of water and saw a narrow stream pouring into a small pond. Wow. Fairyland. Enough light had apparently been able to get through to allow some ground cover to grow around the pond, and some spots looked soft and cushy. Sure enough, Jules walked to a mound of moss and sat.

Rome dropped down beside him. “How come you never told your family you’re alpha?”

“Same reason as you. I figured it narrowed my options. Any pack is less likely to let an alpha go.”

“So more to the point, why aren’t you deep in plotting with your dad about the future of the pack? I’ve got a bad feeling.”

Jules pulled his mane of hair over his shoulder. “Ya think? Fuck!” He leaned back on his elbows and stared at the almost dark moon. “He didn’t believe me when I told him that Donald wants the pack. Plus he doesn’t care if the mansion is used for illicit activities. He says weres have always operated outside the law and cited your good family as an example.” He sat up and dropped his head in his hand, a posture very reminiscent of Rome’s just a short time before. “Shit, Rome. I can’t marry this guy. Who the hell knows what I’d be getting into? And that’s beside the fact that the idea of Donald in bed with me makes me barf.” He shook himself all over.

It made Rome barf too—and it made his heart hurt. “You just can’t, Jules. You can’t marry him.”

“I can’t, and yet there’s nothing I can do to stop it.” He folded his hands behind his head as tears leaked down his cheeks.

A crack split Rome’s heart, and hope leaked out. “But maybe I can.”

Jules frowned. “How?”

“If my father takes over fast enough, he can stop the wedding and send Anderson packing.”

“You think he’s strong enough? Anderson’s very wealthy and seems powerful and well-connected.” His eyes shone with unshed tears.

“Trust me. Benedetto Siracusa is both rich and powerful enough.” He stared at his feet.

“I hate to think of anyone taking over Havilland pack.”

Rome shook his head. “We’d be censured if we took over Havilland. That’s why my father calls it an alliance.”

“Alliance. Sounds better, but what does it mean?”

“I don’t know precisely. I’d guess Havilland pack would keep its identity but essentially be run by the Siracusas. That way the community doesn’t lose its old blood.”

“I guess that’s preferable to becoming the front for some high-tech criminal.”

Wolfgods, I wish I believed that. Rome stayed quiet.

Suddenly Jules’s head snapped up. “Wait. Does this alliance depend on you?”

“I’m a cog in the wheel.”

“What kind of cog?”

“The cog that gets married to a Havilland female to cement the alliance by blood.” He sighed.

“Fuck me.”

“With pleasure.” Rome frowned. “But I don’t feel the same about Yolanda.”

“Crap. I should have known she’d insinuate herself into this. That’s one conniving female.”

“Interestingly, I think she really cares about the future of Havilland, and she knows her blood is good enough to persuade people that the alliance is legitimate.”

Jules snorted. “Oh yeah, talk about your power couples. When they find out you’re alpha, that should put everyone over the edge with happiness. Wolfgods!” He buried his head between his arms and rested his head on his bent knees.

“Yeah, and no one will care about Anderson or his money. In fact, if you can uncover his plans, we can reveal them to the packs and he’ll be discredited. Do a good enough job and he might be arrested.”

Jules raised his head just enough to be heard. “Oh yeah, that works so great. As soon as Havilland pack members get past their ingrained hatred of Siracusa, they’ll see all that glorious money and revel in having a strong leader without my drunken father in charge.”

“Yes, and I doubt it will take them long to see the benefits of not having Anderson in the pack.”

“Just one little teensy-weensy issue.” Jules raised his head with an expression of horror on his face. “You have to give up your whole life——so I can live mine. How the fuck does that work?”

Rome bent his knees, mirroring Jules, and rested his cheek there. “Honest to gods, I planned to run. Leave the pack. But it’s such a mess. My father would find me in no time and drag me back. He’d be pissed, but my brothers are already married, so he’d make me marry some female anyway. Meanwhile, you’d be eternally locked to Anderson, my father would be in a battle with Havilland and Anderson for control, our pack would be censured and banished, and the whole fucking catastrophe wouldn’t have accomplished one thing of value. At least this way, I can keep you away from Anderson.”

Silence.

“Rome.” The word was muffled against Jules’s knees.

“Yes?”

He looked up, his beautiful face a mask of strain. “You said we’d be together, that we had to be. You promised if I wanted it. Oh fuck, I want it. I really do.”

Too much. Rome hurled himself at Jules, gathered him into his arms, and locked their mouths together. The kiss burned him and fed him at the same time. Rome inhaled through his nose and calmed himself a little. Don’t miss a moment. This could all be gone in an instant. He buried his hands in the silk of Jules’s hair and let his tongue explore the secret crevices of sweetness—over his tongue, behind his teeth, deep into his mouth.

The sound from Jules’s throat vibrated somewhere between a cry and a moan. He grasped Rome’s ass and kneaded. Oh crap.

Readjusting the slant of his mouth, Rome pressed deeper and harder and hotter, as one of Jules’s fingers traced along the seam of his jeans over his ass crack. Rome’s cock quit pretending it was selfless and leaped to attention, pressing almost painfully against the denim. Somehow Jules insinuated his hands everywhere at once, loosening his fly button with one while he slid the other into the back of Rome’s pants, past the elastic of his boxer briefs and between the cheeks he’d been teasing. Oh wolfgods. Jules dove a sinuous digit all the way to his hole and penetrated a half inch inside before he could even squeal. But then he did.

“Need lube.”

“Check the back pocket. In my wallet.”

Jules raised an eyebrow. “Prepared, are we?” He didn’t stop his magic finger teasing.

“Humans carry condoms. We don’t need those, so might as well be ready werewolf-style.” He grinned before Jules pressed his insinuating index finger another fraction of an inch, and then Rome’s mouth opened in a big “Ohhhhh.”

“Take off your damned pants.”

“Oh my, Mr. Alpha, are we intending to top?”

“Yes.” He grinned. “Got a problem with that?” He shoved his finger a little farther.

“Not even a little bit.” Rome pulled back, toed off his sneakers, stripped down his jeans and briefs as one, and stood again, flashing his cock.

Jules stared with wide eyes and a snarky smile. “First time I’ve seen it erect.”

“Want to change your mind?”

“Umm. Maybe next time.”

“Deal.” He dropped to his knees on the moss and fell forward on his hands, waggling his butt. “Woof.”

“Translate.”

“Get that cock in your wolfie’s ass now.”

Jules giggled. “Who’s the alpha now?” Rome watched over his shoulder as Jules stripped the sweatpants over his lovely bare ass. That long, slim cock sure looked hard. He knelt behind Rome and ran both hands across the globes of Rome’s behind. “Oh man, you’re so beautiful.”

“I’m so glad you think so.”

He leaned over and kissed Rome’s butt. “There. Now you don’t ever have to tell me to kiss your ass.”

Rome reared back and turned, capturing Jules’s face between his hands. “I care about you, Jules. I’m not here to be cool or to get one up on your father. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to keep you from being hurt. It’s not a joke.”

Jules smiled softly and blinked hard. “Thank you.”

Rome flashed his teeth. “Now where were we?” He whirled and landed again on his hands and knees.

Jules leaned over his back, his musical voice husky. “I was about to fuck you into next week.” He pressed two fingers into Rome’s hole, cool and sticky. In and out.

“How about you fuck me into forever?”

Jules gave a little gasp, and his fingers paused; then he shoved in even harder a couple more times. Suddenly Rome’s hole was vacated, seconds before he felt the blunt head of Jules’s dick press into the emptiness. Oh. My. Gods.

“Oh Ro-oo-me.” Jules’s lean body fell over Rome’s back as he proved just how long that cock was—inch after delicious inch.

Every nerve ending inside Rome lit up with energy that sparked his balls and tingled through his cock like someone had plunged his penis into a glass of champagne. Oh yeah, that baby was drunk on Jules.






Chapter Fourteen

 

 

ROME tossed his head back as Jules got busy, one hand planted on the ground beside Rome’s shoulder and the other grasping his neck as he hammered his dick into Rome again and again. With a slight shift of his hips, Jules changed his angle, and Rome yelled. “Yes!” Right across his gland. Perfect. “That. More of that.”

Oh my. Jules might be alpha, but he did take direction well. Jules pounded until the pressure in Rome’s balls matched the impending explosion in his brain. Rational thought flew into the treetops.

Somewhere behind him, Jules began to whimper like a puppy in the rain, and that did it. Rome howled like the canine he was, while energy as powerful as the shift slammed through him and shot out his cock in spurts of ecstasy, watering the moss.

Jules popped his hips more like a rabbit than a wolf, then thrust and yelled, the sound carrying over the rushing of the little waterfall beside them. The heat of his cum inside Rome’s body flowed into his blood like wine. Rome grinned in drunken delight and let his body collapse onto the cool, squishy moss.

Jules chuckled on top of him.

The vibration resonated through Rome’s funny bone and he started to giggle, which made Jules laugh harder, until Rome wiggled enough so that Jules raised up a little and Rome flipped over, then encircled Jules tightly in his arms. “Oh man, you’re so great. How did we get so lucky as to find each other?”

Jules stilled. “Maybe not. Maybe it’s just a wolfgod joke to show us both what we want and then take it away.”

Rome grasped his face, staring up at him. “No. We’re making this happen. The wolfgods made us powerful, and they brought us together.”

He shook his head in Rome’s hand. “They made us gay.”

“Wait. What?” Rome scooched and sat up opposite Jules, his satisfied cock resting in front of him. “Jules, do you think being gay is a curse?”

“Hated or barely tolerated in our own community by all the people we care for? Isn’t that a curse?”

Rome held up one finger. “First, the only reason our pack members believe what they do about gay werewolves is they’ve been told to by our fathers. Our fathers may be alphas, but they sure as hell aren’t gods, and neither I nor any member of a pack is required to believe the bullshit they put out. No passage of liturgy says anything about hating gays.” He swiped a hand through his hair. “It talks about the sanctity of marriage, and for most of the history of our packs, marriage wasn’t possible for gay couples, so being gay was interpreted as unsanctified—but it doesn’t say that!”

“I know.” But Jules stared sadly at the ground.

“Second!” Rome held out two fingers and waggled them under Jules’s nose until he looked up. “Were you here for what we just did? Do you think that was the booby prize? Did it feel unsanctified to you? Because to me, the earth moved, the heavens opened, and I saw the face of the wolfgod.”

Jules snorted.

Rome said, “I’m not kidding. You can’t tell me that the coming together of any male and female has ever been more endowed with grace than we’ve been.”

A tear glistened in the corner of Jules’s blue eye. “I agree. Thank you for believing that.”

He spoke fiercely. “I don’t believe. I know it.”

“But how, Rome? How can we be together?” It came out as a wail.

Rome gripped Jules’s biceps through the sweatshirt he still wore. “If worse comes to worst, we’ll run, but first I’m going to ask my grandfather for advice.”

Jules’s eyes widened. “Is that wise?”

“My grandfather’s a wise man, a spiritual man. He’s the only one who knows I’m alpha.”

“Does he know you’re gay?”

“No, but I’m going to tell him.”

“What reason did you give for not revealing to your father that you’re alpha?”

Rome blew hair off his forehead. “He knows my father and how overbearing he is. When I asked him to keep my alpha advantage secret, he agreed without question. I think he assumed I might not want to be sucked into Benedetto’s orbit.”

“So you trust him?”

“Implicitly.”


“Good. It’s important to have someone you can rely on.”

“I hope you can rely on me.” He cupped Jules’s cheek in his hand.

Those blue eyes of Jules speared into him. “Are you telling me that I can?”

“Yes.”

“Then I do.”

Rome leaned forward and let their lips meet. “I’m falling in love with you. I think I already am.”

Jules smiled a little shyly. “A lot of pack would say you’re crazy. We barely know each other.”

“That’s where being alpha is such an advantage. We can smell a lie and scent what’s real.”

“You’re real to me, Rome. Maybe the only thing that is.” He nuzzled Rome’s neck.

Rome nibbled gently on Jules’s full bottom lip. “Let’s get our real life started.”

“Yes.” He threw his arms around Rome’s neck. “Oh gods, yes.”

 

 

JULES couldn’t stop grinning. Quit it, stupid. Who’s not going to know you have a secret? He gripped the trellis and climbed to the top in a few efficient moves.

As his bare feet hit the balcony floor, the sound of a sharp knock sounded from beyond the french doors.

Fuck! He glanced down at the gray sweats he wore and the top swallowing him in its voluminous cotton. Opening the french door quietly, he slid inside, left it open as if for air, and stripped clothes off as he ran to the closet.

The knock came again, twice as hard. “Jules. Jules, are you awake?”

Jules grabbed a robe and realized his feet were covered in dirt and dried grass. After wiping quickly with the sweatpants, he dumped the clothing in his hamper and ran to the door. “Hello? Donald?”

“Yes, it’s me. Let me in.”

High-handed bastard. He opened the door a crack. “I was asleep.”

“Sorry.” He pushed the door out of Jules’s hands and walked into the suite. He frowned at the still-made bed. “I thought you said you were asleep?”

“On the daybed. I fell asleep there.” Fortunately he’d left a throw tangled on it that morning and hadn’t straightened it out.

“I came to tell you good news.”

“Oh?” He didn’t close the door.

“Yes. Your father called me to his rooms this evening to say he wants to proceed with the wedding immediately.”

“He what?”

Donald grinned. “Yes. Apparently, he’s feeling old or something and wants to be sure we’re married right away so everyone in the pack knows they’re taken care of.”

“You’re serious?” His heart pounded in his throat.

“Yeah. He says he wants to know I’m there to take over the pack if he decides to step down.”

Jules frowned. “Are you an alpha?”

He sauntered across the room, picking up objects from the dresser and the end table. “I have alpha qualities.”

Jules folded his arms. “You’re either alpha or you’re not, and before you can be one, you have to prove you are one.”

“Who says?” He smirked.

Jules was practically sputtering. “The ancients, the council, every werewolf pack in the world, that’s who.”

Donald shrugged. “Would you prefer that someone like Siracusa take over?”

“At least he’s an alpha!”

“Aw, you don’t mean that. You and I together will have the best interests of the pack as our priority.”

Jules bit his tongue. Take a breath and stop giving away every thought in your head. “Yes, I’m sure you’re right.”

“I am right.” Donald continued his slow stroll over to Jules and put his hands on both of Jules’s arms. “We’re going to be the toast of Dark Harbor. The couple everyone envies.”

Jules forced a smile. “So when’s the wedding?”

“That’s my boy.” He leaned in and kissed the edge of Jules’s mouth. “Saturday.”

“This coming Saturday?” Shit, six days.

“Yes.” Donald kissed the other side of his mouth.

“But arrangements?”

“Ah, we’re Havilland pack. All things are possible. I’ve already spoken to the club, and they’re prepared to cater here at the mansion. Your father will announce tomorrow to the pack. You always look beautiful. What else do we need?”

“You notified the club before you even finished negotiations with my father?”

“I was confident. After all, I’m willing to give up a lot to have you.”

“I see.” His body vibrated with the need to shift and run.

“As I say, Jules. I have many alpha qualities, plus a sizable force of supporters from my own circles. You have the blood. Together, who can stand against us?” He kissed Jules full on the lips, and Jules tried not to cringe.

Jules pulled back, turned, and walked a couple of steps. “Very interesting. What if I don’t want to live with my father?”

“Not a problem. I’ll buy you any house in Dark Harbor you want. But my, uh, staff can still work here. There’s so much space.”

“Will you want to renovate the mansion?”

“For sure. We’ll need it for large gatherings.” He walked to the bed and sat on its edge. “Plus I’ll want to reinforce it for security purposes.”

“Yes, my father has let security get pretty lax.”

“Glad you see that. It’s shocking, and I’ll be changing that first. Immediately, in fact.”

Jules’s heart hammered. “Good plan.”

“So why don’t you come here and we’ll prep for the honeymoon.” He laughed at his joke.

Jules crossed his arms. That was happening right after wolves started flying. “Are you planning not to marry me if you don’t enjoy our first sexual encounter?”

“Of course not. Good sex takes time and patience.”

“Good. Then I’ll wait until the real honeymoon. Where are we going?”

Donald frowned, then had the grace to burst out laughing. “Looking forward to travel, are we?” He stood—at least he wasn’t insisting on sex—and crossed to Jules. “Where would you like to go?”

“I’ve never been to Paris.”

“Hmm. A werewolf in Paris.” He chuckled.

“We could visit the Parisian packs—and drink a lot of champagne.” He gave the phoniest laugh of the century.

Donald seemed to believe him, since he smiled huge. “Sure. Write it off as a business expense. We can do that, but not right away. I need to get my business interests moved into Dark Harbor.”

Jules stuck out his lower lip. “Oh, you’re always about business.”

“That’s where the money comes from, darling. But we’ll find someplace close by that’s romantic and sexy to spend the rest of the weekend. How’s that sound?”

“Oh-kay.” He clapped his hands together. “I have so much to plan. I have to find the perfect light-colored suit for the wedding, check all the arrangements at the club, and look for a place for a honeymoon.” He ran a hand through his hair. “How will I ever get it all done?”

“Okay, so you’re finally starting to sound like a bride.”

“Now that I believe it’s really going to happen. I hate feeling like my fate is entirely in other people’s hands and I have no control. Now I can be in charge.” If Donald believed his idiotic simpering, the wolf was a lot stupider that Jules had thought, but the male ego reigned in human or wolf. “Where shall I look for my wedding clothes?”

“I’ve got a private jet. I can fly you to New York if you want.”

“That sounds exciting, but it needs to be nearby for alterations. Newport has some great shops. I’ll try there.” He stepped toward his closet, trying hard to look like a clothes-crazy diva. “And if I’m going to be the new pack master’s spouse, I’ll need some fabulous clothes.” He pawed through his drawer. “Oh dear, and something for the wedding night.”

“Okay, I like the sound of that. Order away. My credit card is at your disposal.”


“Oh? How?” He remembered to smile flirtatiously.

“Well, I’ll call whatever store you want to shop in and give you carte blanche.”

“It’s so hard to predict. I mean, I could end up anywhere.”

“How about I transfer some funds into your checking account for miscellaneous expenses? But the big stuff you’ll need to call me for, and I’ll authorize it.”

“That sounds perfect.”

“Give me the routing number and I’ll have some mad money deposited. How much?”

Jules shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. Why don’t you decide?”

As hoped, Donald looked impressed. “Yeah, I’ll do that.”

“Now shoo. I have so much to do and plan for.”

Donald grabbed him and swung him into a dip, then kissed him sloppily. Oh yuck! Jules returned the kiss with enthusiasm, and when Donald pulled up, he looked pleased. Good. Mission accomplished.

“You sure you don’t want a little honeymoon practice?” He cupped his erection in his wool slacks.

“Oh, you.” Jules slapped his arm. “I get little enough of the fun of building up to my wedding. At least leave me that tradition.”

“Okay. I get it.” He kissed Jules again. “But plan on being on your hands and knees for about two days after the wedding, got it?”

“Ooooh.” He giggled. “Now let me start making lists.”

“Night.”

“Good night.”

Donald finally walked out into the hall. Jules closed the door softly behind him, locked it, then fell against it. His heart beat in his stomach, and he wanted to throw up. Six days! He ran to the balcony and looked down. Had Donald tightened security already? Would he do it that night? Have to take the chance. Tomorrow’s almost certainly too late.

Jules climbed down the trellis, crouched low as he scurried over the open space, made one huge leap, and scaled the fence. Before his feet hit the ground, he shifted.






Chapter Fifteen

 

 

DAMN. Damn. Damn. Rome stared at the text from his father. Come to my office as soon as you return.

This was bad for several reasons: (a) He now had to come up with a story for where he’d been, and instinct told him to wait until be entered that office to do it, and (b) The farther he stayed from his father for the next few days, the better. He wanted a chance to think of a working plan, and he needed to talk to Lawrence.

Here goes. He tapped on the office door.

“Come.” His father’s deep bass voice rumbled through the door.

He opened it, felt his eyes flash to the size of saucers, and stopped like he’d hit a carpet in rubber shoes. The usual suspects gathered in the room—Benedetto, Rome’s brothers, and Lawrence. Additions included Merrick—who would have been his most likely excuse for being late—and Yolanda Fucking Montgomery, sitting on the couch between his brothers like the queen of the world. She gave him a grin and a little wave.

Well, wolf shit. “Hi, Yolanda. What a surprise.”

“To me too. Merrick found me at the club pool and told me to figure out a way to get over here tonight.” She chuckled. “I haven’t sneaked out in years. It was fun.”

From a chair by the window—probably told to be seen but not heard—Merrick grinned at him. “I’m damned excited about all of this.”

His father waved a hand. “Anthony, move and let Rome sit next to Yolanda.”

With a snarky grin, Anthony moved onto the footstool, where he rocked back and forth. “Rome’s got a girlfriend. Rome’s got a girlfriend.”

“Knock it off, Anthony.” His father’s voice had that whip-snap sound. “Yolanda has agreed with us that Havilland pack desperately needs leadership and refinancing, and likewise believes that Donald Anderson may not be the best wolf for the job.”

Rome smiled at Yolanda as he sat, then nodded at his father. Could they hear his heart slamming? For sure, his father could smell his sweat. Have to calm down.

“She believes that forming an alliance with another powerful pack will give Havilland what the pack needs without breaking wolf law and within the confines of wolf tradition.” His father beamed at Yolanda. “She’s offered herself as a bride to you, Rome. I’ve accepted her offer on your behalf, and we’re planning to go ahead with the marriage immediately.”

Rome heard his own gasp. Not cool. “But what about negotiations with Havilland?”

“We’ve decided that no negotiations will take place until after the wedding. That way we won’t tip our hand to Anderson. The marriage will be a fait accompli by the time we approach Gerard about the alliance.”

“But what if he doesn’t agree?” Calm down. Quit freaking. “Then you’ll have condemned Yolanda to marriage with an enemy.”

She slipped a cool hand over Rome’s clammy one. “I’m willing to take that chance. I believe Anderson is too much of a threat to let him know what we’re planning. If worse comes to worst, your pack can simply take over.”

Benedetto slapped his knee. “Damn, female, the wolfgods have clearly brought you two together. With your combined brains and courage, we’ll be unstoppable.”

“So when are you thinking this wedding is going to occur?” He swallowed and hoped his voice didn’t shake.

“Tomorrow or the next day.”

Don’t panic. Rome frowned. “I think tomorrow’s not enough time. We need to be sure our forces are ready to fight if it comes to it. Who knows what kind of firepower Anderson can muster at command?”

Anthony sneered. “He’s a fucking businessman.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve been asking around a little, and I think the guy’s more illegal than we thought, maybe even organized crime connections.”

His father nodded. “Very good, Rome. I’ve heard the same thing.” He rubbed his hands together. “Nonetheless, I want to get this marriage done. Ready or not, you might say.” He grinned tightly.

“Who’s going to marry us?”

Lawrence’s soft voice was a contrast to his father’s booming one. “I’ll be marrying you. But actually, Benedetto, I agree that we could use an extra day or so to prepare. Rome and Yolanda must sit vigil, or someone could question the authenticity of the marriage.”

His father furrowed his brow scarily. “How long do you require for the vigil?”

“A full day. They need time to dress, fast, and sit the vigil.”

“All right. The wedding will take place day after tomorrow. Federico and Anthony, prepare whatever you need in terms of available weapons and manpower.” He looked up. “Merrick can help.”

Federico said, “What shall we tell the pack we’re doing?”

“Say I’m concerned that we’re getting complacent and want to be sure we’re ready for anything. Most of our males will be happy with that.”

Rome grasped at his last straw. “Maybe we should ask Yolanda if she wants to get married in two days?”

She smiled at Rome. “I can’t think of anything I’d like more.”

The straw broke in his hands.

Lawrence said, “We better let Yolanda get back before she’s missed. Merrick, will you escort her to the end of our property to be sure she’s safe?”

“Yes, sir.” He popped up, obviously excited to be included in the planning of the pack leaders. He walked over and stuck out his hand to Rome. When Rome took it, Merrick pulled him up for a one-armed hug. “Congratulations, man. Couldn’t happen to a better guy.” He grinned.

“Thanks.”

Yolanda stood beside Rome and placed a hand on his arm. “I know this is very sudden for both of us and nothing we ever planned. I hope I can make you happy anyway.”

He smiled tightly and nodded. Getting words out of his throat at that moment wasn’t happening. She looked a little disappointed but smiled and followed Merrick from the room.

When the door closed behind her, his father said, “You should have given the girl more reassurance, Rome.”

“Sorry, sir, but this is fucking upheaval to both of our lives, and I’m not quite up to hearts and flowers just yet.”

“That’s reasonable, I suppose. All right, let’s do some planning.”

Lawrence leaned forward. “Benedetto, let Rome go to his room and get some rest. It’s going to be a hard few days.” He gave Rome a long look.

“Yes, yes, of course. Go to your rooms and prepare yourself. Your contribution to the future of the pack can’t be overstated.”

“Thank you.” Without looking back, he strode from the office, then broke into a run to his rooms. Once behind his door, he started to shake and pace. Holy shit, two days—and one of those would be spent in vigil. He desperately wanted to talk to Lawrence, but now—wolfgods, the old man was planning to marry him to Yolanda. Can I tell him I’m gay and in love with a Havilland male? Shit, shit, shit!

I need to talk to Jules. It may be time to run. What other options do we have?

A soft rap on the door made him look up. Who—? He sniffed as he walked. Lawrence. Thank the gods! He yanked open the door and pulled his grandfather inside. “Oh, thank you for coming.”

Lawrence grasped Rome’s biceps. “There’s something very wrong, isn’t there?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Beyond the fact that you’re being forced to marry a female you don’t know.”

“That’s part of it.” He pulled his grandfather toward two chairs by the window.

As Lawrence sat, he said, “Have you told your father you’re alpha?”

“No.”

“May I ask why?”

“I thought if the pack knew I was alpha, it would be harder to leave if I needed to go.”

“That’s certainly true. In the current situation, if your father knows your advantage, he’ll be even more excited about the alliance. He’ll know that you can be alpha of the Havilland pack legitimately. That will be so much easier than his trying to justify being alpha of both packs.”


“Yes, I know.”

“But—” He waved a graceful hand.

“But I’m going to leave. Run away.”

Lawrence frowned in deep concern. “Rome, you know how hard, even dangerous, that will be.”

“Yes, but I can’t think of another way.”

“So the idea of marrying Yolanda is so distasteful to you? Forgive me. I’m an old man, but she’s very smart, quite attractive, and seems to like you. Perhaps what I’m not seeing is that there’s someone else?”

Rome nodded.

“I see.” He stayed silent for a moment. “You must talk to your father, Rome. Explain. He’s not heartless. Love matches are respected in our society, almost like the myth of the fated mate. The idea arose from passionate love matches that wolves couldn’t imagine weren’t fated.”

“I can’t tell him, sir. And he won’t respect it.”

“Why is that?”

Rome took a deep breath. How long had these words danced on his tongue, only to be swallowed like bile? “Because I’m gay and in love with a male.”

Lawrence’s indrawn breath filled Rome’s ears like a sad song. “Oh my.”

“Yes.”

“Who knows about this? Why have you never told us?”

“What good would it do? Do you think my father would suddenly shelve his homophobia and start marching in gay pride parades? Shit, Grandfather, he’d marry me off to a female twice as fast, no matter who she was.”

“And you’re in love?”

“Yes. Hopelessly, I’m afraid.” He wiped a hand over the back of his neck.

“Tell me about him.”

He glanced at Lawrence, then at the floor. “It’s Jules Havilland, son of the Havilland alpha.”

“Holy shit!”

Rome snorted. That made maybe twice in his life he’d heard his gentle grandfather swear.

“How on earth—?”

“The same night I met Yolanda, I saw Jules. I think it was love at first sight.”

Lawrence smiled softly. “I’ve seen him at the club. He’s very lovely.”

“Yes.”

“But two alphas’ sons running away? Sons for whom both packs have big plans? They’ll chase you to the gates of the wolfgods’ lair.”

“I know. Although if Siracusa takes over quickly enough, that might save Jules from having to marry Anderson. At least one of us would be free.”

“But if he loves you, I’m sure that would be torture for him.”

“He’d get over me eventually.”

“Perhaps. All pain fades.” His head snapped up. “Wolf!”

Rome scented the wolf at the same moment his grandfather did. “It’s Jules.”

Lawrence stared at him. “He’s another alpha?”

“Yes.”

“Oh dear gods.”

“I have to go out and meet him before Father smells him on the grounds.” He jumped up.

Lawrence stood. “I’m coming with you.”

“Are you sure you want to, sir?”

“Yes, I may have an idea.” Rome’s heart leaped even as he grabbed his grandfather’s hand and led him out the sliding door into a trot across the lawn toward the flash of white fur in the trees.

Lawrence kept up with him easily—alpha advantage pervaded even old age, and wolves lived far longer than humans—and they slipped into the trees only moments later. A few feet into the undergrowth, Jules stood wearing the gray sweatpants Rome had given him and nothing else. His smooth chest glowed in the soft light—but if he’d had fur, it would have been standing on end. He bristled with suspicion.

Rome ran straight to him and tried to pull him in for a hug, but Jules resisted, his eyes never leaving Lawrence. Rome stepped back. “Easy, baby. This is my grandfather, who I told you about. Lawrence Romanus, may I present Jules Havilland.”

Lawrence stepped toward Jules, and Jules tensed next to Rome. Lawrence bowed from the waist, an old-world wolf custom reserved for the most formal of occasions and seldom observed in any modern packs. “I am honored, Alpha Apparent.”

Rome sucked a breath. Holy shit. He’d never actually thought about the true nature of Jules’s alpha status.

Jules stepped back and frowned hard. “That’s nonsense. No one in my pack would ever think of me as alpha. That’s why no one knows.”

Lawrence smiled softly. “It matters not at all in our society what the pack members want or believe. The alpha is chosen by the gods. They bestow their advantage based on their wisdom, and we have no say in that decree.” He shifted his position slightly and faced Rome. “This applies to both of you.” He bowed. “Alpha Apparent.”

A flash in Rome’s chest filled him with joy—until he dragged himself back to earth. “Thank you, sir, but that and ten bucks will buy us two fancy coffees.”

Lawrence smiled softly. “I understand. But the fact that the gods have chosen you both has great significance—if only to me.”

Jules gripped Rome’s hands. “Meanwhile, I’ve got five days before I’m to be married forever to Donald Anderson.”

Rome squeezed those slim fingers. “And I’m to be married to Yolanda Montgomery day after tomorrow, after a full day of spiritual vigil.”

“What the fuck?” Jules’s eyes bugged.

“My father’s quit waiting.”

Suddenly that beautiful face crumpled and tears filled his big eyes. He stumbled into Rome’s arms. “Oh gods, it’s hopeless. If we run, they’ll chase us. If we stay, we’ve got to marry people who—aren’t each other. I can’t do it, Rome. I can’t. I’ll run and hope they kill me.”

Rome kissed his cheek and smoothed his angel’s hair. “No, no. Don’t worry. I’ll marry Yolanda, my father will negotiate an alliance, and Anderson will be out. You won’t have to marry.”

Jules ripped himself from Rome’s embrace and staggered back. “Do you somehow think that’s better? That I get to spend my life not only without you, but knowing you sacrificed yourself and will spend every day of your very long life being someone you’re not? No. I’m running. Now.”

“No, Jules, please. Please.”

Jules yanked at the elastic waist of the sweats as he stumbled toward the trees.

“Don’t, Jules. I love you. Please don’t.”

The deep, sonorous voice that filled the clearing couldn’t have come from Lawrence’s throat—but it did. “Stop, Jules. You’re not going anywhere.”

Jules stopped like he’d been frozen.

Lawrence walked up and put a hand on his bare arm, then gently tugged him toward Rome. “Listen to me. I know it seems as though the gods have treated you unfairly, but I don’t believe that. You’ve been given the gifts to rise above these challenges.”

Jules pulled against Lawrence’s grasp.

Rome eyed him and put a hand over his grandfather’s on Jules’s arm. “Grandfather, I respect your vision, but right now we have two massive problems. The moment we marry either of the people our fathers have intended for us, our law says we are partnered for life and can’t escape. To put it frankly, both of us would rather die.”

“I understand that. So that’s why you must marry each other.”

Lightning streaked up Rome’s spine and lit up his head like the moment when he’d climaxed over Jules. He pulled Jules toward him. “Yes. Say yes.”

He frowned. “Who would marry us, for wolfgods’ sake?”

“I would.” Lawrence smiled beatifically.

“You?”

“My grandfather is an elder of the law, with the power to marry.” Rome sounded breathless.

“But—but what will they do when they find out?” A crease stood prominently between Jules’s brows, but he half giggled.

“That’s a question for another day. To meet the needs of the law, you must sit vigil beginning now so that I can marry you in the morning.”

Rome gasped out a breath. “You mean tomorrow, when I’m to sit vigil with Yolanda?”

“Yes. I’m afraid you’ll still have to do that, but if this is the gods’ will, then they will forgive the deception. Prepare yourselves.”

“Sir, Jules showed me a place that’s really special. Maybe we could go there? We’d have to cross the outer wall.”

“Excellent. I think I know the spot. Very blessed. I used to meditate there as a boy. The energy must have attracted you as it did me.” He turned and walked into the trees.

Jules stared at Rome. “Is this guy for real?”

Rome swallowed. “I sure as hell hope so.”






Chapter Sixteen

 

 

JULES drifted as if on a cloud, weightless, nearly formless. Around him, wolves manifested and faded, fighting, eating, having sex, shifting and unshifting, in and out, back and forth, endlessly, while he remained the same. Gradually the cloud of mist, gathered in the midst of the panoply of wolves, took form. From its middle walked the single formed reality, the one true thing—Rome. He stood in the undulating mass like a stone mountain in the middle of the sea—unmoving, powerful, and real.

Jules reached out.

Rome’s eyes connected with his. His hand stretched toward him, closer and closer….

“Jules.”

No. Not yet. He frowned.

“Jules, it’s time.”

Wait. I need to know. Not yet—

“Now, Jules. We must move quickly.”

His eyes fluttered open. “What? What time is it?”

Lawrence knelt next to where Jules sat cross-legged, back against a tree, the stream flowing in front of him. “It’s 5:00 a.m. Rome must report to me for his official vigil in only two hours. It’s time.”

“Are you sure about this, sir?”

“No one is sure but the gods.”

“I don’t want to put Rome in more danger.”

“Do you love him?”

Jules sucked in breath. “I’m a very logical and skeptical male, sir. It’s my nature to doubt.”

“Nonsense. You’re an artist, full of passion and fire that you fear, and so you suppress it beneath a blanket of made-up logic.”

Jules’s heart slammed against his chest. He could barely inhale. “Yes.”

“Yes, you agree?”

“Yes, I love him. More than my logical brain would have ever dreamed possible.”

“Good. Come.” He extended his hand, and Jules took it. The old master was far stronger than his slender, almost frail frame suggested. Jules leaped to his feet at the old wolf’s urging, then followed him across the little grotto to a spot beside the stream where Rome sat blinking like he was emerging from under that water.

As they approached, he stood, smiling.

“Are you ready, Rome?” Lawrence asked softly.

He reached for Jules’s hand. “Oh so ready, my true one.”

Jules felt his mouth open. Had he shared the dream?

“Kneel before me, both of you.”

Still holding Jules’s hand, Rome knelt and gently tugged Jules down beside him. Gods, he seems so certain. I love that.

Lawrence placed a hand atop each of their heads. Rome gripped Jules’s hand, and Jules could feel him trembling. Is he not so certain? Jules glanced at Rome, and he glowed. Okay, so maybe it’s just excitement.

Lawrence began to recite in the ancient language. Wow. He’d so seldom heard it. Few wolves still spoke the tongue, even the alphas and the wise men. Only marriages and death rituals were usually conducted in native speech these days. He let the sound wash over him like a mysterious fugue of spirit, and every cell vibrated to the tuneless melody.

Beside him, Rome’s hand tightened reflexively, and his muscles jumped in time to the chant. Both their bodies swayed until Lawrence said, “Wolves mate for life. To be united in the eyes of the wolfgods, each must swear to lifelong loyalty, devotion, and care. The gods do not require love, but if it can be given, it is owed to the mate and to no one else. Is this understood?”

Rome nodded. “Yes.”

Jules swallowed hard. “Yes.”

“Do you so swear?”

“I do.” Rome tightened his hand on Jules’s and squeezed his eyes shut like he was praying for Jules’s answer.

What the fuck? Would I rather be reciting these vows to Donald Anderson? So what if I die in a few days? I’ll die as Rome Siracusa’s mate. “I do.”

The old wolf chanted some more and then opened his eyes and smiled. “The wolfgods delight in your joy. May you walk in their light forever.” He chuckled. “And to satisfy all expectations, may I say I now pronounce you a married couple, and you may kiss the groom.”

Rome swept Jules up in an embrace and whirled him in a circle, despite the fact that Jules was taller by an inch so he barely cleared the ground. Rome did have an enthusiastic nature. Then he kissed Jules madly, despite the presence of the old wolf master.

“We’re married, Jules. Do you hear me? They can’t marry us to anyone else.” He threw his head back and laughed. “It’s the law. Let them deal with that.”

Jules smiled and kissed Rome again. Gods, I love his courage.

Lawrence said, “Sadly, I must now take you back to sit vigil with Yolanda, Rome. I think we have to see what happens next before you can reveal the truth of your relationship.”

“You’re sure we aren’t dishonoring the gods by pretending to perform a ritual under false pretenses?”

“Rome, the ancient tradition says that marriage will be between those who gladly pledge lifelong dedication, preferably with love and affection. Out of this grew the legend of the mate. Today, leaders dishonor the tradition by using marriage as a political tool.” He grinned. “I think it’s fair to give them a little of their own back.”

Jules shook his head. “Man, when they find out, shit is going to be hitting a lot of fans.”

“And I’m sure we’ll all get some on us, but truth is truth, my boy. And love is love.” He turned to Rome. “We have to go.”

Rome stepped to Jules’s side, cradled his face between his hands, and gently kissed his lips. “I love you, husband, and will to the ends of time.”

“Me too, sweetheart.” And I hope the end of our time doesn’t come too soon.

 

 

ROME fidgeted. Going on ten hours of vigil, with only a short break in the middle, had definitely gotten to his butt. Funny. The first five hours, with Jules, had vanished in an expansion of bliss and wisdom, followed by fifteen minutes of pure joy. These five hours were just torture, hips creaking and ass aching—and not in a good way. Was it just because he didn’t want to be here? Or because the wolfgods agreed?

Still, a piece of his brain wanted this vigil to last forever so he didn’t have to face the music. Music? Ha! As if there’d be anything musical about his father’s explosion. Gods, what will he do? He can hurt me if he wants, but nobody lays a hand on Jules. He felt his fists clenching and lip curling in a snarl. Calm down before somebody notices.

Unlike the last vigil, this one was observed. It was supposed to be overseen by five pack members—each of them a docent in the church of the wolfgods—but Benedetto didn’t want to include other members of the pack in his alliance plans yet, so he’d picked his own observers. Federico and Anthony were there, probably called away from preparing the pack for possible war. Rome could smell his brothers and feel their eyes examining him. To report back to Father, no doubt. Anthony would giggle occasionally. Not a male to take religious ritual too seriously.

Rome could also scent Yolanda sitting cross-legged a few feet from him. While she seemed less restless than he, she wasn’t really meditative, but then probably few vigils really amounted to more than painful buns. He desperately wanted to glance down at his watch, but that would screw the pooch for sure. Literally.

“Rome.” It was Lawrence’s soft voice.

Don’t open your eyes too fast. He fluttered his lids theatrically, then slowly opened as if emerging from a deep dream. His grandfather grinned at him conspiratorially. “The vigil is complete.”

Rome looked across at Yolanda, who was moving around in the long white dress they’d provided her for the vigil. She stretched, clearly as full of kinks as he was. She was the one factor in this whole mess he felt badly about. He liked Yolanda. She was a smart, courageous wolf, and while ambition no doubt played some role in her decision to collaborate with the enemy, he believed she wanted the best for her pack. When this wolf doo-doo hit the fan, some was bound to splash on her. What would his father do when it became clear that Rome couldn’t marry her? Would he wed her to another Siracusa? Would she go along with that? Oh shit, he didn’t want to be terrified. Tough luck.

“How are you feeling?” Lawrence smiled at him.

“Okay.” Rome lowered his voice. “What happens now?”

He whispered, “I’ve arranged a private meeting with your father, where the situation can be explained.”

Rome swallowed.

Lawrence walked over to Yolanda and spoke to her quietly. A door opened, and Merrick walked in. His expression was—odd. He strode to her and extended his hands. She took them. That finally seemed to light up the Merrick smile. Hooking her hand through his arm, he escorted her from the room. Anthony shot Rome a look and followed them, with Federico behind.

Rome finally took a deep breath. “What did you tell my father?”

“That there had been an important development in the alliance issue and we needed to speak to him as soon as you completed your vigil.”

“He’s going to freak.” Rome bit his bottom lip.

“I’m hoping that he’ll see the wisdom in a marriage between you and Jules. There’s no reason why that can’t form the basis of an alliance between the packs—a more powerful bond than you marrying Yolanda.”

“Wow.” He pressed a hand against his chest. “I never thought of that.” Was it possible his father would see the truth in his marriage? Yes, he personified homophobia, but he really wanted this alliance. This way he could get everything he wanted—even his alpha son.

“Yes, I think that approach could be the answer to everyone’s problems.”

“Father won’t accept it easily.”

“We’ll persuade him.”

“Oh gods, Grandfather, I feel like I can breathe for the first time in—well, a long time.” He laughed a little.

“Good. The gods wouldn’t give you such power without a path to express it.” His grandfather glanced at his watch. “We’d best go. Your father’s expecting us soon.”

Whoa. Showtime! I wish I could tell Jules.

They walked out of the Wolfgod Temple to Rome’s car, and Rome drove to the Siracusa mansion. As he parked, Rome’s whole body covered in goose bumps. Lawrence must have sensed it, because he put a warm hand on Rome’s arm. “Don’t worry. Marriage is absolute. Regardless of what else happens, your father can’t change the law.”

“It’s not absolute if we’re dead.” He said it under his breath, but Lawrence gripped his arm and squeezed.

The walk to his father’s office felt like his last mile. He wanted to be hopeful, but his sick stomach didn’t believe it. Outside the door, Lawrence gave him a smile and knocked.

“Come.”

Oh gods, shoot me now. Wait, I take that back. He grabbed the door handle, and the next second they stood in front of his father, the door closed behind them.

Benedetto leaned back in his chair, his powerful barrel chest straining at the buttons of his conservative dress shirt. “So, my son, any great revelations emerge from your vigil?” He grinned. Even as an alpha, he barely believed in the gods. Like all divine-right kings, he liked to accept the gods’ favor while claiming the power as his own.

“I’m afraid most of my realizations related to my boney ass, sir.”

His father laughed and slapped his desk. “Quite right. I remember my vigil when I married your mother, may she dwell with the gods forever, and between my butt hurting and my cock anticipating my wedding night, I doubt I had a spiritual thought.” He looked at Rome’s grandfather. “Forgive me, Lawrence. So, what did you want to tell me about the alliance?” He waved at his guest chairs and they sat, though Rome really perched.

Thank gods Lawrence started, because Rome couldn’t have gotten a word out of his mouth if his life depended on it—and it did.

“Benedetto, you’re aware that marriage is absolute according to wolf law.”

“I’m counting on it. That’s why I want to get them married as soon as possible. Once that’s behind us, Gerard can deal with the reality.”


“You’re also aware that the Havilland son, Jules, is to be married to Donald Anderson?”

His father sighed softly. “Of course I know that, Lawrence. I also know that they’ve moved up the timetable, and that’s why we have to act fast. I don’t want Anderson hooked into the Havilland pack any more than he is.”

Lawrence glanced at Rome and frowned. “Yes, that’s why we want to speak to you.”

Benedetto glanced at his watch. “I don’t mean to be impatient, but what’s this about? You’re not telling me anything new.”

“As you know, gay marriage is legal.” He leaned forward in his chair, and Rome’s heart slammed.

“In the United States, idiot country that it is, maybe, but this is Dark Harbor. Our law makes no provisions—”

A loud slamming bang on the door made them all gasp.

“What the hell—?”

The door burst open and Anthony ran in, red in the face and sweating. “Ty Montgomery caught Merrick with Yolanda. They’re fighting.”

Rome leaped to his feet. “Shit! Merrick. Where is he?”

“Outside the fence by the club.”

Which meant no one from the club was likely to interfere with the fight.

Benedetto scowled. “What the hell was Merrick doing there?”

“He said he was taking her there so she could blend back in with the Havillands.”

Rome didn’t wait to hear more. He ran out the door and leaped into his car. His foot pressed the accelerator the second the door closed, and he screeched through the Siracusa sector toward the club.

Blocks before the club, pack members ran down the sidewalks, all headed the same way. Right. Bad news traveled fast. The first major fight between a Havilland and a Siracusa was big bad news.

Sick feeling about this. Merrick was a good fighter, but Ty was mean as hell and maybe, just maybe, had some advantage over Merrick.

Too many cars clogged the driveway toward the club. Rome pulled over the red curb onto the grass, scattering pedestrians, stopped the car, leaped out, and locked it as he ran toward the fence. Crowds had gathered, but he pushed through, bumping wolves as he went. Angry voices raised in objection until people saw who he was; then they made way. Everyone knew Rome, and everyone knew Merrick was his best friend.

When he burst through the last line of onlookers, he stopped, a bolt of fear shooting from his belly into his heart. Ty and Merrick circled each other, neither of them looking even slightly like they were kidding. Blood poured from Merrick’s nose and eye. Ty appeared unmarked. Weirdly, two Havilland males held Yolanda, who struggled against them, baring her teeth. “Ty, get the fuck away from him. I told you it was my choice to be with him.”

Ty narrowed his eyes. “As if I care. This asshole knew the consequences when he dared lay a hand on my sister.”

Yolanda shrieked. “You don’t own me, you idiot!”

Merrick used that instant to leap toward Ty and throw a right hook. Ty instantly blocked the punch and powered one of his own, catching Merrick hard in the gut until he staggered backward and vomited bile.

Ty’s move was so fast, pack members around Rome gasped and whispered. Right. No way that asshole was using regular wolf speed and thrust. Dangerous. Merrick tried to pull himself together, circling as Ty padded in the opposite direction, but Merrick’s skin was gray. Blood ran in rivulets down his jaw and dripped on his torn shirt.

Rome’s fists clenched and the muscles in his jaw jumped, but so far it was one-on-one with no weapons, so wolf law said no interference. If Ty happened to be alpha, so what? That’s how alphas kept their power.

Ty clearly saw his advantage, jumped forward, and slammed his fist upward under Merrick’s chin, snapping his head back so hard Rome heard the sound. So did everyone else. Havillands cheered, Siracusas growled, and members of other packs groaned at what had to be shocking pain. Merrick truly staggered now and crumpled.

Holy shit!

Yolanda screamed and ripped herself from the hold of the two Havillands. She leaped into the center of the circle and threw herself at her brother, landing on his back and literally biting and scratching.

“Yolanda, gods! Get off me. Quit it.” He thrashed and threw her on her back, but it became clear she wasn’t totally overmatched. She leaped to her feet, moving like smoke, and her slaps and punches did real damage. Ty almost cowered. Damn, an alpha female. The whole crowd murmured and gasped.

Ty backed up but Yolanda kept coming, punching and kicking. He bared his teeth, his skin rippling with the urge to shift, but every time he slapped her, she hit him back harder. His yells became shouts of pain and fury until he stepped in, grabbed her smaller, lighter body, raised her over his head, and threw her into the crowd.

Merrick, barely conscious in the arms of two pack members, moaned, “No. Yolanda. No.” He staggered to his feet, flailing his arms.

Ty grabbed Merrick around the throat, shifted his hold, and raised him overhead, then threw him toward where Yolanda had landed. “You want her? Go be with her!”

Merrick fell to the ground and folded like a broken doll.

Like a blaze of fire, red heat flamed in front of Rome’s eyes. He stalked into the circle. “Want to take on someone your own size, asshole?”






Chapter Seventeen

 

 

BLOOD boiling took on new meaning. Heat flowed under Rome’s skin like lava beneath the surface of the earth. Ty turned toward him and must have seen, because his breath caught. No one else could have heard it. Rome could.

Somewhere behind him a voice said, “Rome, no. Stop.” Give no shits. He stalked and circled. No one else had guessed, but Ty knew. It was all over his face. His eyes widened. Fear? His hands clenched hard and he swallowed convulsively, tripping on a rock as Rome just kept coming.

Almost flailing, Ty jumped forward and threw a punch. Rome blocked it and thrust his fist, short, hard, and deadly, into Ty’s solar plexus, once, twice, three times before Ty fell back, gasping for air.

“Give up, Ty.” Rome stayed where he was in case Ty wanted to comply. As if.

Ty leaped across the space and slammed a fist into the side of Rome’s head, catching his ear, but Rome roundhouse kicked and caught Ty full in the gut. The sound of air escaping preceded the vomit that poured from Ty’s open mouth.

“I said give up!”

Still doubled over, Ty narrowed his eyes. His hand shot behind his back and then he jumped toward Rome, a knife in his hand reflecting the sun.

Wolves leaped back and shouted, “No!”

“Not fair.”

Two Siracusas started toward Ty, but four Havillands grabbed them. There were far more Havillands in the crowd, partly because there were more Havillands to begin with, and also because Siracusas were being gathered to prepare for Rome’s wedding—though they didn’t know it.

But bottom line, nobody was saving Rome from Ty’s knife.

Ty swiped and slashed as Rome ducked and countered. Rome kicked madly and slammed into Ty’s arm. With a yell, Ty dropped the knife, but pounced on it fast and rolled, so he jumped up still holding it.

Shit. Ty’s arm slammed down and Rome’s white shirt ripped, turning red along the cut. Rome twirled away, but Ty ran after him until Rome crashed into a wall of Havillands who pushed him back toward Ty.

As Rome stumbled forward, the blade descended straight toward Rome’s heart.

Someone screamed.

Heat flashed through Rome’s head as he thrust his arm toward the knife—and stabbed Ty straight through the forearm with his claws.

Females shrieked. Some males too. Then the whole crowd became silent—as Ty stood there and bled, still connected to the claws on Rome’s single shifted hand.

He’d just displayed a level of alpha advantage even his father couldn’t match.

Fuck.

The silence morphed into whispers.

“Rome Siracusa is alpha.”

“I didn’t know that was possible.”

“Wow. That’s scary.”

“Somebody help Ty, for fuck’s sake!”

A Havilland male took a step toward Rome, and Rome bared his teeth. “Back up, asshole.” He turned toward Ty and slowly released the shift. The claws dissolved as they let go of the arm, and Ty fell to the ground. Rome jerked his head, and the Havilland male grabbed Ty and dragged him out of the circle.

Rome just stood there, breathing hard, and staring at the wide-eyed pack members who gazed at him with fear and suspicion. He called, “Is Merrick okay?”

“He’s pretty messed up, Rome. He needs a doctor.”

“Then get him one.”

As the Siracusas gently lifted Merrick and began to carry him away, a scuffling sound came from behind Rome.

“Get your hands off me.” It was Yolanda.

Rome turned to see two Havilland males trying to drag Yolanda away and getting the bad end of it. He snarled, “Leave her alone. She can go where she wants.”

“No, she can’t.”

Who the fuck? Rome turned and watched Donald Anderson walking from the crowd, hauling Jules beside him. Jules looked frantic, but two Havilland males walked beside him and more of their pack closed in behind. Jules gave Rome wide eyes and a slight shake of the head. What did he know?

Anderson paused a few feet from Rome. “So, I see all kinds of theatrics have been occurring. But it’s a waste of talent, Siracusa, because I’m the one you have to deal with when it comes to Havilland matters, and I say Yolanda needs to return to her home and get some rest—under careful supervision. Perhaps she thought she could find a solution to the weakness of the Havilland pack, but that’s been handled. I’m sure we can put a female of her skills to good use.”

Yolanda hissed, “Get over yourself, asshole. You’re nobody’s alpha.”

Anderson stared at her, an amused turn to his lips but his eyes were icy. “Perhaps I can’t perform silly magic tricks with my hands, but believe me, I can out-alpha any alpha in Dark Harbor.” He thrust his jaw forward. “Take her to the mansion.”

Somewhat gingerly, the two Havillands took hold of Yolanda’s arms and pulled.

She threw her head back, and the noise that came out was a howl. As the riveted pack members watched, clothes flew in all directions, and Yolanda turned into a sleek, dark brown wolf. The males holding her leaped back like she’d bitten them—maybe she had. The crowd stared in shock at the brown wolf snarling in their midst. In a community with no real war in decades, few pack members saw major displays of alpha—especially from young wolves. The wolf growled at the Havillands, then turned, and with a leap, ran off—notably in the direction the Siracusas had taken Merrick.

Anderson shook his head and sighed. “Enough of this play-acting.” He hauled hard on Jules’s arm. “Let’s get this wedding out of the way now so my claim is beyond question.”

Enough. They might be seriously outnumbered, but no one treated Jules that way. “Like fuck you will.” Rome stalked two steps forward. “Get your hands off him.”

“Don’t be stupid, boy. You’re overreaching. He’s mine.” Anderson sneered, but his eyes sparked with fear.

“Not in this or any other life.” The blaze of shift heated Rome’s skin. His heart hammered to the beat of Don’t touch him. Mine. Don’t touch him. Mine. He took another step.

“We’ll see, Siracusa.” Anderson looked into the growing crowd. “Mike. Junior.”

A gasp went up, and Rome turned to see two big males now holding guns and pointing them randomly into the groups of pack members. Rome’s gaze snapped back to Anderson, to find him with a revolver aimed directly at Rome’s head. Slowly, Rome raised his hands and moved to face Anderson.

Anderson curled a lip. “You see, you stupid kid, Smith and Wesson trumps alpha advantage any day. And there are plenty more where these came from.” He raised his voice. “I should mention, they’re all around you, so no Siracusa should make any sudden moves. You’re all going to be sent back to the gutters from which you came after your alpha and his family have been rounded up.” He narrowed his nasty eyes at Rome. “But there’s no reason to keep you around. You’re much too dangerous.”

Jules pressed a hand against Anderson’s arm. “Don’t hurt him.”

“Let go, you idiot. Did you see what he can do? I can’t let him live.”

“I said, leave him alone.” Jules voice lowered and rasped.

“What’s wrong with you? He’s your enemy.”

Jules’s voice had dropped an octave. “He’s not my enemy. He’s the man I love.”

“What?” Anderson snapped his head around to look at Jules. Some of the crowd followed his glance, but few seemed to have heard what Jules said. Anderson did. His gun hand twitched and—

The growl barely preceded the flying clothes and the burst of white fur that morphed into the big, sleek wolf. His body had hardly formed before his iron jaws clamped down on Anderson’s arm and bit through.

Anderson screamed. Rome leaped toward him and grabbed the gun, planting it against Anderson’s head. “Make one move with those weapons and your boss is dead. Got it?”

The goon squad looked conflicted, but after a couple of seconds’ indecision, they slowly lowered their guns to the ground. A Havilland reached for one of the weapons.

“Uh-uh.” Rome waggled the gun. “Just to be on the safe side, Marco, pick it up.” Marco DeAngelo, a young Siracusa male, looked worried, but he grabbed the revolver and held it, business end to the ground.

Anderson whimpered, and Rome glanced down to where Jules the wolf extracted his fangs from Anderson’s arm. The man I love. He’d said it out loud. Gods, the words sang in Rome’s blood. Living to the honeymoon appeared to be the current problem. Surrounded by way too many Havillands. He had the gun. What now?

Anderson staggered and fell back on his ass. Jules was on him like fur, growling and baring his teeth way too close to Anderson’s neck.

Strangers in the crowd, probably all Anderson’s thugs, twitched and scowled. If more than one at a time made a move, could he and Jules take them? Not if all the Havillands joined in. Fortunately the years of living under a weak, indecisive alpha hadn’t strengthened their spines. They looked conflicted but not likely to attack. Still, how do we get out of here? And where the hell do we go if we succeed?

Noise, voices, and movement at the outer edges of the crowd pretty much answered his question. Siracusas filtered through the group, in some cases grabbing the strangers and walking them backward out of the assemblage. Others positioned themselves near groups of Havillands, not being aggressive but making their presence known. When the gathering seemed under control, Benedetto strode through the crowd with Federico and Anthony on either side of him.

“Federico, you and Anthony take Mr. Anderson into custody and confine him. Perhaps we’ll turn him over to the exact human authorities he hoped to evade by centering his operations in Dark Harbor.”

His brothers stepped forward and flanked Anderson, who scowled but looked damned frightened.

His father said, “Excellent work, Rome. Give the weapon to Federico.”

For a second Rome’s muscles protested. His hand didn’t want to unwrap from the cool metal of the gun. Don’t be stupid. You can’t shoot your way out of here, and where the hell would you run anyway? He buried his hand in Jules’s fur and surrendered the gun to his brother.

Jules the wolf backed away from Federico, hackles still raised, and pressed himself against Rome’s legs.

Anthony said, “Who the hell is that?”

Rome raised an eyebrow. “An alpha who’s on our side. Show some fucking respect.”

Federico nodded toward the wolf and grabbed Anthony by the arm. “Take Anderson’s other side.”

Anthony hunched his shoulders but still walked to Anderson and yanked him up by his arm. He yelled as Anthony closed his hand over the bite marks, but the Siracusa brothers dragged him away.

Rome’s father looked around the still increasing group of wolves. “I know some of you were counting on an influx of money from Anderson to shore up the flagging finances of the Havilland pack. Unfortunately Anderson’s money, despite his reputation as an entrepreneur, has largely been made running drugs. He planned to conduct his drug-selling business out of the Havilland mansion. We can’t allow that to happen. We had to act now or he’d have imported most of his gang into Dark Harbor, and at that point, it would have been very difficult for even the Siracusas and Havillands together to defeat him.”

An older Havilland male snapped, “What do you mean ‘together’? Where’s our alpha?”

“He’s resting at home. As you can imagine, he’s quite distressed with the results of the Anderson, shall we say, alliance? But we’ve agreed that another alliance will be more suitable.” He smiled at Rome.

Rome’s heart leaped, and he gripped his hand tighter in Jules’s fur. Inhaling deeply, he tried to read his father’s emotions, but all he got was excitement and focus.

His father gazed at him. “Come back to the house. We need to make plans.”

A soft vibration tickled Rome’s hand.

His father raised an eyebrow but kept his distance.

Rome scratched gently at Jules. “I left my car practically on the sidewalk. I’ll go retrieve it.”

“If you give me the keys, I’ll have someone drive it back. You’re bleeding. We need to have you looked at by a doctor.”

That soft vibration again. “That’s okay. It’s stopped bleeding. I’ll have it looked at when I get home.”

“Very well.” Benedetto looked around the group of anxious wolves and raised his voice again. “Your alpha will call you together soon. Meanwhile know that Siracusas aren’t your enemies.”

There was muttering and mumbling at that, but nobody looked murderous.

Somebody yelled, “What about all these fucking alphas?”

His father got a tight smile and glanced at Rome. “Yes, what about them? I’m sure that will be part of future discussions.”

Rome tightened his hand and started stepping backward out of the circle. Wolves pressed in closer to hear what his father was saying, and they made a wide path of glaring suspicion for Rome and his wolf to walk through.

Rome jogged to his car with the wolf running beside him. The Tesla still sat awkwardly parked, half on the curb. He opened the trunk and pulled out a pair of sweats he kept for impromptu shifts, and then pointed toward the hedges nearby. Jules loped into them, and Rome ran behind.

By the time Rome edged through the dense branches, Jules had shifted back to human form. Like always, the sheer luminosity of his bare skin hit Rome like a direct sunbeam. He tossed Jules the sweats, and watching him pull them on, cock bobbing and butt flexing, made Rome want to fuck him in the bushes and forget the Siracusa pack even existed. Jukes looked up, smiled, and thrashed through the bushes into Rome’s arms. “Oh gods, you scared me so badly.” He squeezed tightly.

“Likewise. When you showed up with Anderson, I was afraid he’d hurt you somehow.” He pulled back so he could kiss Jules gently on his lips.

“I was just trying to allay his suspicions for as long as possible. Your little hand job pretty much pulled the curtain off Oz there, guy.”

“Yeah, but I had to bring my claws to a knife fight.”

“Do you think your father saw?”

He sighed. “It doesn’t matter. A hundred wolves have told him by now. Hell, I probably turned the arm to solid gold in the retelling.”

“Yeah, the wolf’s out of the bag. What happens next?”

Rome cradled Jules in his arms. Gods, he felt so good and smelled like heaven. “I’d like to just run.”

Jules grabbed Rome’s arms. “Can we?”

“Do you think so?”

He dropped his head against Rome’s shoulder. “Damn, maybe if we hadn’t put on our Rome and Jules show. I think they’ll track us to the ends of the earth and wolfgod’s heaven.”

Rome kissed his silken hair. “The fact is, we’re married. Sacrosanct in wolf law. My father may already know that, if Lawrence told him. He made reference to an alliance, and I’m hoping that’s what he means. Running the Havilland pack isn’t my idea of a future made in heaven, but perhaps it’s what the gods want. They made us alpha. You’re the rightful heir. At least we can be together, and that’s what matters.”

“Yes, yes. Oh gods, that is what matters. Truthfully, I want my pack to thrive, and if I can help make that happen, I will.”

Rome kissed his nose. “Okay, my white wolf. We’ll sacrifice and make that happen. Want to come with me to my home, and we’ll talk to my father about the alliance?”

“I want to be with you. I go where you go.”

“Oh gods, how could I be so blessed to have found you?” He nuzzled him. “Why do you smell so good? You fill my head with sunshine and flowers.”

“That’s just your sniffer.” He laughed. “My awesome alpha.”

“Back at you.” He kissed him a peck on the lips again. “Let’s go.”

They stepped out of the dense undergrowth and took a step toward the car.

Shit! The scent of Siracusa wolves seeped into his head. What? Why? Rome whirled. “Run!”

Jules took off like a cross between a bat and a wolf and shifted before he hit the trees—at the same moment that three Siracusa enforcers grabbed Rome and slapped a cloth over his nose. Gods help me!






Chapter Eighteen

 

 

OH gods, my head. Rome moaned. The smell of grapefruit and orange drifted into his nose. His eyes flashed open and he came halfway to sitting. “Jules!”

Oh no. Ouch. He dropped back to the couch he was lying on.

“There, there, my boy. Don’t try to move too fast. That chloroform is nasty stuff.” Lawrence wiped a cool cloth smelling of citrus across Rome’s forehead.

“Lawrence, stop coddling him. He’s not a child. He’s a full-grown, lying male.”

Rome frowned and dragged himself up to sitting. “In what way am I a liar, and what the hell am I doing here?” He stared around at his father’s office.

His father stood from behind his desk and expanded his barrel chest, presumably in indignation. “How long have you known yourself to possess alpha advantage?”

Rome shrugged, trying to look more nonchalant that he felt. “About four years, I guess.”

Benedetto pointed a thick finger at Rome. “How dare you not tell me such a vital fact to the future of the pack?”

Rome’s voice rose. “No law of god or wolf says I have to share my alpha advantage with anyone. The gods made the appearance of alpha advantage a private matter for a reason.”

“How could you withhold that?” His father escalated the volume.

He leaped to his feet and thrust a clenched fist toward his father. “Because I knew this would happen! How dare you treat me like this? I’m not your fucking property.”

His father’s voice softened and eyes narrowed. “Oh really? I’ve made it clear to you that you’re essential in the alliance with Havilland and the future of the pack.”

“I’m willing to play a role in that.”

“Of course you are. You’ll marry Yolanda tomorrow and the alliance will be complete.”

Rome frowned and glanced at Lawrence. “You haven’t told him?”

“It wasn’t my place.” But Lawrence didn’t look encouraging.

Rome crossed his arms. “Father, I can’t marry Yolanda tomorrow or any other time. I’m already married.”

His father’s head snapped up and thunderclouds filled his dark eyes. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Take a breath and don’t panic. “I was married yesterday by Grandfather Lawrence.” He sucked in a deep breath and forced out the words. “To Jules Havilland.” He stared at the patterned rug and rushed on. “But it works. After all, Jules is the alpha heir apparent. We’re both alphas, so the pack will understand that we’ve been chosen to lead. There couldn’t be a better basis for an alliance.” He shot a look at his grandfather and settled back on the couch beside him.

Silence.

Rome raised his eyes. His father’s face shone red, his fists clenched at his sides, and the muscles in his jaws jumped.

Rome straightened and squeezed his grandfather’s hand. What the fuck?

His father literally sputtered. “You-you surely don’t expect me to believe that a son of mine—an alpha werewolf—is a faggot ass fucker? You’ll do anything to escape your responsibilities—to defy me and not do your duty to your pack.”

Rome shook his head. “Have you lost your mind? Do you think any Dark Harbor wolf would ever say he was homosexual if it wasn’t true? No one would be so self-destructive.”

“You’re not a fag!” He leaped to his feet and stalked to the windows, fists clenched.

“Gods, Father, give it up. I’m gay. I’ve known it since I was twelve. Deal with it. I’m not only gay, I’m in love with a male and I’m married to him. Marriage is forever. Those are the facts, so you might as well make the best of it.”

Benedetto whirled. “Deal with it? Make the best of it? You idiot! There’s no such thing as same-sex marriage in Dark Harbor. Who the hell cares what humans do? We aren’t human.”

If someone had thrown a bucket of ice on him, he couldn’t feel more frozen. “What do you mean?” He could feel Lawrence’s tension beside him.

His father crossed his arms. “I mean, of course, that you’ll go forward with the alliance plans. Gods, we have an alpha female for you to marry. Even the most Siracusa-hating Havillands can’t deny the power of such a union.”

“But I’m already married.”

Lawrence’s voice rang with truth. “Marriage is sacrosanct in our society, Benedetto. You don’t have the power to set that aside.”

That accusing finger came back up, this time pointed at Lawrence. “How dare you defy me, old man? You’re the author of this travesty. Did you think you could win? You’ve always been jealous and wanted my place.”

“That’s ridiculous. I could have had my own pack, as you well know. I preferred a life dedicated to the gods—and I’m telling you that the gods don’t create what you’ve called ‘travesties.’ Why would two powerful alphas be manifested at the same time in rival packs? Clearly, to show the will of the gods and shape a more harmonious and inclusive future.”

“You have no basis for believing the gods embrace this perversion. Don’t try to warp my mind as you have your own.”

“And you have no reason to deny it. There’s nothing in liturgy that denies love and marriage between members of the same gender.”

Rome crossed his arms in a mirror of his father. “Besides, it doesn’t matter what you believe. I’m not marrying someone else. I’m married.”

That ice bath that had drenched Rome settled in his father’s eyes. “Oh really? And if I happen to have your pretty little wolf in my control, what then?”

The breath left his lungs. “What. The. Fuck?” He shook his head. “No. Jules ran.”

“And we chased him. It’s that simple.”

Should he believe it?

“I have him. I can hurt him, demean him in his pack’s eyes, force him into marriage to someone else, you name it. It all depends on you.”

Rome stared at his father—no, make that Benedetto. No father of mine. “You’d do that to me?”

“You leave me no choice.”

“Really? This is my fault? I’ve spent my whole life looking up to you and not believing the stories people tell of how you’re nothing more than a gangster and a thug. Shows how stupid I can be.” He spit the words and they slammed against Benedetto, making him flinch.

Lawrence wrapped an arm around Rome.

For a second, Benedetto looked conflicted; then he frowned. “You’ll get over it.” He waved toward the door. “Prepare yourself. The wedding’s tomorrow.”

Leaning on Lawrence, Rome walked out of the office only to be greeted by a phalanx of Siracusa enforcers who “escorted” him to his room.

 

 

SHIT! Jules stalked his bedroom, now locked from every angle, the door to the hall and the french doors bolted tight from the outside. Damn, how had they gotten him? One minute he’d been hunkered down under the bushes in wolf form, waiting for an opportunity to make a run for the fence, and the next he’d woken up in his bed, naked and in man form. They must have been stalking him from the second he ran away from Rome. Rome. Where is he? What are they doing to him?

A knock brought his head up. “Who is it?”

The door opened, and his father lurched into the room. “They caught ya, huh?”

“Pretty damned obviously. What the hell is going on?”

“Siracusa wants to take over the pack.” His father staggered to the daybed and collapsed on it.

“Seriously, Dad, it’s better than Anderson. Donald was going to move his drug operation into your house! At least Siracusa respects pack law, and his son, Rome, is an alpha and a wonderful male. He and I have formed a deep relationship and will be able to see that Havilland pack maintains its ancient position and respect—”

His father barked a loud, rude sound. “Oh you poor, stupid puppy. That son is about to marry Yolanda and take over the whole pack. At best, I’ll be retired to some backwater, and you’ll be sent back to New York. At worst, we’ll be lucky if we’re both not murdered in our beds.”

“No, you don’t understand. That was before. Rome and I were married, so there’s nothing Siracusa can do. He either loses his son or accepts that we’re a couple.”

“Oh yeah? Then how come I’m inviting the whole pack to the wedding tomorrow morning? Wanna tell me that?”

Jules sucked in air. “He can’t do that. Rome’s already married—to me.”

His father labored to his feet. “You were duped. That Siracusa pup needed your help to take out Anderson, so he made up this whole marriage story. Who performed this so-called wedding? Tell me that?”

Jules frowned. “Rome’s grandfather, Lawrence.”

His father snorted again. “See! Just another ruse to put Siracusa on top. That family doesn’t recognize gay marriage.” He lost his balance and slammed against Jules’s chest of drawers. “Shit, Benedetto Siracusa’s the most homophobic asshole on the planet. If one of the gods came down and told him to recognize your wedding, he’d never do it.” He managed a few steps to the door. “Sorry. You’re out of luck. We’re both out of fucking luck.” He pulled the door open and fell out of it. One of the guards slammed it shut.

Jules stared after him. Take a breath. Don’t freak. Is there any chance I was played?

He paced back to the french doors and stared out. No doubt I helped take out Anderson. And I gave Rome a lot of information to aid their cause. He forced another deep inhale. But so did Yolanda. He could have done this without me, couldn’t he?

With a moan, he paced back toward the door to the hall. No, I was the inside source. Shit! It looked like he got captured, but maybe he told me to run so they could catch me and he laughed all the way home.

He walked over to the daybed and flopped as his father had done. The heat of Rome’s kisses flowed over him, the passion of his love. Could he fake that? He stared at the rug. Maybe, if the reward was great enough.

Dark, cold bitterness froze his brain, and his vision grayed. If the one true thing wasn’t true—

Suddenly a shot, like someone made an arrow of light, leaped from his tailbone straight to the top of his head and his brain exploded.

No, fuck! He leaped to his feet. If I believe that, I don’t just give up on Rome, I give up on life. I won’t. I may be stupid, but I believe him. He’s my gift from the gods, and I think he was as taken in as—

Another knock propelled him to the door. His father? He opened and gazed at Yolanda. Okay. Damn.

“Can I come in?”

“I guess so.” He stepped back, and she strode in that confident way she had into the room.

He closed the door, and she whirled on him. “Do you know what’s going on?”

“I think so. Some of it, anyway. You’re supposed to marry Rome, right?”

“Yes. Tomorrow morning.”

“And you’ll be the alpha couple of the Havilland pack.”


“Yes, I think that’s what Siracusa intends.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Then what the fuck are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be off somewhere gloating?” Yeah, it was unfair, but like one of his favorite old movies said, he was no monument to justice.

She walked a few steps into his suite. “I heard that you shifted in the middle of the fucking park and helped save Rome’s life.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re alpha.”

“Yes, so’s Rome.”

“I heard.” She walked to a chair and sat. “I also heard that some goons had to subdue Rome and drag him back to his father’s house restrained and drugged.”

“Shit! He told me to run and I did, but they caught me too. I didn’t know what happened to him.”

“Somehow, drugs and restraints don’t exactly suggest a guy who’s dying to marry me tomorrow.”

He frowned. “Do you care?”

“Yeah, actually, I do, because I’m not exactly dying to marry him either, and I think that officially makes this a match made in hell.”

Jules sat in the chair opposite Yolanda. “He’s already married.”

“What? How? Who?” Her dark eyes widened.

“Me.”

Her mouth opened, closed, then opened again in a smile. “Son of a bitch, and I mean literally, he’s gay?”

“Yes.”

She flopped back in the chair. “So that’s what I was feeling—or not feeling. He’s so gorgeous, and yet I wasn’t ever really attracted to him, at least not physically.”

“Is that why you don’t want to marry him?”

She grinned. “Actually, I’d like to marry someone else.”

“Who?”

“Merrick.” She sighed. “We don’t really need two alphas in the family, and he’s so audacious and funny and fun. I could use a lot more of that in my life.”

Jules wiped a hand over his face. “That’s about as likely as Siracusa recognizing my marriage to Rome.”

A crease popped between her arched brows. Formidable female. “Between us we’ve got three alphas and one good nonalpha fighter. We could do a lot of damage.”

“Yeah, but Siracusa has a small army of trained enforcers.” He sucked in a breath.

She frowned even deeper. “What we need is a reason for pack members to side with us. To see the validity of your claim as alpha of the Havilland pack.”

“That’ll happen when wolves fly.”

She gave him a tight half smile. “I traveled on Delta just a month ago.”

He snorted but then sighed. “Siracusa has the money that Havilland desperately needs. We’ve got nothing. No one’s going to side with us, even if we could make our claim appear valid.”

Finally that fierce alpha fire died from her eyes. “Oh gods, Jules, what are we going to do?”

“You’re going to say fucking ‘I do’ when they tell you to, and I’m going to be lucky if they don’t kill me like some prince in the tower.”

“I noticed a certain army of guards outside your door.”

“Yes. Siracusa wants me nowhere near the wedding of members of the pack until everything’s done.” He wiped both hands across his face. “Then I guess I’ll find out what he has in mind for my future.”

“Damn. I’m betting he’s counting on the fact that Rome will go along with him if he thinks you’re in danger.”

“Shit. I didn’t consider that.” But it made sense. A piece of his heart leaped in joy. The rest of him just felt trapped.

She stood and started pacing just like he had. “I need to figure out a way to get you away from here. That will give us more options, at least.”

“Mostly options to defy Siracusa’s enforcers and die.”

“True.”

“But maybe that’s better.”

“Hey, come on, I’d just as soon not make this a Shakespearean tragedy. Let’s try to get the fuck out of here.” She laughed, though it sounded strained.

“You’re the one on the outside, not me. Do they have you in the house?”


“Yes. I think Siracusa didn’t have enough goons to guard three locations. They’re keeping me here in Havilland House, but I’m free to roam around. He doesn’t get that I’m an enemy. He still believes I’m all for the marriage and alliance.”

“Are you? In favor of the alliance, I mean, not the marriage?”

“Not really. If Siracusa’s this high-handed and backward, he’s not much better for the pack than your father.”

“Yeah. Fuck.”

She moved toward the door. “I’m going to think. Trust me, I’m smart. If there’s a way out, I’ll find it.”

Jules raised his head. “I just thought of something. My father’s butler, Oscar, is loyal to him, but he also likes me. I don’t know what he could do to help, but you could feel him out. Servants see everything. He might have noticed a weakness in the Siracusa defenses.”

“Any port in a storm, as they say.” She nodded to him as she put her hand on the door handle. “Don’t give up.”

Just like that, she was gone.






Chapter Nineteen

 

 

ROME stared at the ceiling. Every cell in his body pulsed with the need to move, run, escape, and find Jules. Nada.

His bedroom door opened.

Rome tensed, but he didn’t move.

“Hey, bro.” Anthony.

Rome counted ceiling tiles.

“Rome, sit up and talk to us.” Federico.

“Fuck you.” Hmm, that pattern looks like a rabbit.

“Stop being childish.”

Rome not only sat up, he leaped to his feet, and his brothers backed up defensively. Rome glared. “Childish? Who asked you to give up your life for your fucking father’s ambitions? Who denied the validity of your sacredly sanctified marriage? Don’t you tell me about childish!”

Anthony spread his arms. “Yo, bro, don’t tell me it’s true. You’re not really a fucking fag.”

A growl emerged from Rome’s mouth, and Anthony’s snarky smile froze. Rome took a step toward him. “Get out of my room, you asshole, or I’ll make you wish you only had one brother.”

Anthony backed up. “Come on, no Siracusa could be a fag—”

Rome leaped toward him, and Anthony proved a male didn’t need alpha advantage to move fast.

Rome turned back to Federico and scowled.

His other brother held up his hands. “Rome, I know it’s hard to sacrifice something you want, but this alliance will be the best thing that ever happened to our family and our pack. It’s worth it.”

“Worth it? To whom? Did our fucking father tell you that the alliance is already done? That I married Jules Havilland, the alpha heir apparent to the Havilland pack? No union could be a more direct connection between Havilland and Siracusa. It’s done. Already a fact. But Benedetto Siracusa, the homophobic, narrow-minded, backward gangster asshole, plans to set aside my marriage and force me to marry a female of lesser stature than Jules while threatening harm to the man I love. Did he tell you all that? Because if he did and you’re still here telling me how my sacrifice is worth it, I suggest you remember I’m an alpha who can shift at will, faster than you can blink, so maybe you should leave before I rip out your complicit throat.”

Rome took a step, and Federico backed up. “He didn’t exactly explain all those details.”

“Yeah, well, you’re just like him. Leave so I can consider ways to kill myself—if I don’t kill Benedetto first.”

“Shh.” Federico glanced over his shoulder. “At least you’ll play a key role in the integration of the new pack with ours.”

“You don’t really believe that. Come on, you’re smart. You know no one’s going to run anything except Benedetto. For about five minutes I believed he might love me more than he loves power. Now I know how stupid I was. Go on. Get out.” He turned, walked slowly back to the bed, and fell on it. Oh look, that tile’s shaped like a dead wolf.

Federico opened the door. Wait. The sounds of a fight and yelling echoed from the hall. Rome sat up. “What is it? What’s going on?”

Federico looked out into the hall, and Rome saw guards and enforcers running past. Federico yelled, “What’s happening?”

“Anderson escaped.”

Anthony shrieked, “How the hell did half the Siracusa army let him get away?”

“He had inside help, sir. Apparently one of our guards was actually an Anderson man. He let more of Anderson’s dudes in, and they sprang him. But we’ll find him. Don’t worry.”

Anthony slammed a hand against the door, which probably hurt like hell. “Shit! Be sure you do.”

They slammed the door behind them, closing Rome in, muffling the sounds of chaos.

Rome flopped back on the bed with a grim smile. Don’t quit the game until all the pieces have been played.

 

 

JULES’S bare feet moved from the worn Persian carpet to the scuffed hardwood and back again as he paced liked a caged animal. Appropriate analogy. Three serious guards with serious guns sat outside his bedroom door, and two more strolled the lawn under his balcony. He couldn’t see them—the french doors were locked and barred from the outside—but he could smell them. It pissed him off, because the balcony belonged to him and Rome. There had to be a way out.

A quick double rap preceded the door pushing open. “Excuse me, sir. It’s Oscar. I brought Miss Yolanda so you can advise her in preparation for her marriage.”

Advise her about what? “Uh, okay. Come on in.”

Oscar walked in—Jules caught a glimpse of the guards in the hall holding the door—and behind him came—what the fuck?

Yolanda wore a floor-length red cape with a hood.

Jules frowned. “Pardon me, but did you get confused? You’re not Red Riding Hood. You’re the wolf.”

“It’s part of my preparation for the wedding.”

“Uh, right.”

Oscar smiled and nodded at the guards outside. “Thank you. I’ll let you know when we’re ready to leave.” He carefully closed the door.

The second the latch clicked, Yolanda threw off the cape. Underneath she wore black sweats and a scarf around her dark hair. “Switch clothes with me.”

“What?”

“Oscar’s going to get you out of here.”

He lowered his voice. “Wearing your clothes? It’ll never work. I might get out of the room, but they’ll never let Yolanda out the front door, so we’re stuck.”

Oscar leaned in and smiled. “We’re not going out the doors, so don’t worry.”

“What?”

“Come on. Get changed.” Yolanda started stripping off her sweats, and Oscar turned his back—whether to protect her modesty or his wasn’t quite clear. Clad only in bikini panties and a bra, she tossed the sweats to Jules and took his jeans and gray sweatshirt.

He slid on the sweats, then grabbed her arm as she tried to make his jeans, with much longer legs and narrower hips than hers, fit her curvy body. “Please tell me what’s going on? Where’s Rome? Is he safe? They haven’t hurt him, have they?” His pulse thrummed.

“He knows his father caught you. That’s how they’re controlling him.”

“Damn. Did he tell them about—you know, us? I mean, him and me?”

“That you’re married?” She shook her head.

His heart slapped against his feet, it fell so fast. Maybe he’d still held on to the tiniest hope that Rome’s father would honor the union.

Oscar spoke softly. “They’ve been speaking freely in front of me, sir, and I’ve been listening.”

Yolanda made a rude noise. “I guess it took him about five seconds to discount the marriage entirely. Dark Harbor doesn’t recognize gay marriage, he says. According to him, there’s no evidence that the ancients recognized same-sex liaisons of any kind. He and his father-in-law, the priest, are really at odds. Lawrence refuses to marry me and Rome.” She shrugged. “But of course Siracusa can get a boatload of other priests to perform the ceremony.”

“Shit.” He folded his hands behind his neck and just breathed for a second. “I’m so fucking sick of those attitudes. I’d like to rip them all a new one.” He blew out his breath in a long stream, then looked at Yolanda. “What happened to Anderson?”

“Siracusa had him locked up, but apparently someone helped him escape. I imagine he’s back in New York by now. Let’s get moving.”

“What happens when they find me gone and you in my clothes? They’ll know you helped.”

“No. I want you to tie me up on the bed and stuff something in my mouth. It’ll look like you overpowered me.”

“What about Oscar?”

“I plan to disappear, sir. I have no desire to serve anyone except your father and you.”

“Where will you go?”

“Thank you for asking, sir. I have some family in the Midwest. It won’t be easy to find me, and I’m sure no one will care that much once I’m gone.”

“I will, Oscar. I’ll miss you. I can’t remember a time when you weren’t a part of my life.”

“I’ve enjoyed that immensely, sir. But let’s get going. There are only two guards on duty now and neither is the brightest bulb, so our chances are better than if we wait.”

Yolanda stood on tiptoe and wrapped the scarf around his incriminating fair hair, then stepped back and surveyed her handiwork. She tossed him the cape. “Put this on. You’re prettier than me anyway.”

“You seriously think this will work?” He wrapped the cape around him and pulled the hood forward.

Oscar said, “Fortunately, it only has to work for a little while.”

“Where are we—”

Oscar held a finger to his lips. He hurried over to Yolanda as she lay on the bed on her side with her back to the door. He bound her hands and ankles with twist ties and then very loosely slid the end of a scarf into her mouth. She nodded and indicated she could reach the scarf enough to pull it out so she could yell if they didn’t find her pretty soon.

Oscar crossed back to Jules. “Stay close beside me. Let’s go.”

Jules blew Yolanda a quick kiss she couldn’t see, then adjusted the cape and followed Oscar to the door. Oscar rapped sharply and after some shuffling outside, the door opened. “We’re ready to leave.”

The big enforcer outside nodded, and his expression supported the idea that his IQ didn’t match the circumference of his bicep. “Ya all done?”

Oscar pushed the door and bowed Yolanda through it. “He’s being sulky and won’t really help much. He just lay down and won’t even look at Yolanda, so there’s no point trying further.” He smiled at the enforcer. “Thank you. I’ll tell Alpha Siracusa what an excellent job you’re doing.”

The big guy’s meaty face split with a grin. “Thanks.”

Oscar waved a hand for Jules to precede him, and he walked down the hall trying not to look either hurried or back. As soon as they turned the bend in the hall, Oscar rushed ahead. He glanced down the staircase, held up his finger for Jules to wait, and padded down, quickly staring into the rooms that flanked the stairs. He waved a hand for Jules to follow.

Don’t freak. Look natural. Jules held his head high, gathered his skirts with as much feminine grace as he could muster, and descended grandly.

At the bottom of the stairs, Oscar got into the act and offered his arm, which Jules accepted with a light hand resting on the old man’s forearm. He wanted his hands free in case.

Oscar headed toward the hall that led to the little-used rooms in the back of the first floor. Where the hell are we going? The kitchen entrance will be guarded. He tried to keep his pace even, but every nerve in his body wanted to hurry—

“Hey, you, where are you going?”

The loud voice came from behind them. Oscar tensed, but he plastered on his haughtiest family retainer expression and turned. “Excuse me. Are you addressing me?”

“Uh, yeah.” The big voice sounded a little less certain. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I don’t think I’m going anywhere. I know that I’m taking the bride for her last snack before she begins her marriage fast.”

Jules turned just far enough to the side so the enforcer might feel as though he was looking at Yolanda, but all he could really see was a little profile. Since the dude was Siracusa, there was a solid chance he’d never seen Yolanda, and Jules could pass as female at a quick glance.

Oscar puffed out his chest. “It’s a significant moment in her preparation, and Alpha Siracusa has tasked me with this responsibility. Why don’t you call him and verify, if you feel it’s appropriate to slow the ritual to the point where the lady is unable to eat?”

“Well, no. I guess you know what you’re doing.”

“There’s no guessing about it, sir. Our timing is critical.”


“Sure. Sure.” He waved a hand, which revealed the lump of the gun stuck in his waistband.

“Would you care to join us, sir?”

Jules gripped Oscar’s arm convulsively, but Oscar patted his hand.

The enforcer sounded almost scared. “Uh, no, thanks. I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“Very well. We’ll be in the kitchen should you change your mind.” He gripped Jules’s arm and proceeded down the hall and made a grand show of opening the large kitchen door, then ushering Jules through. Behind the door, he waved Jules to a chair at the kitchen table and pressed a finger to his lips. Loudly he said, “Just relax there, miss, and I’ll bring you your last food.” He walked to the refrigerator and seemed to make a quick survey, then pulled out a plate of chopped celery and carrots. With a flourish, he placed it on the table in front of Jules.

Jules looked at Oscar and saw him glance toward the kitchen door. His lips quirked ever so slightly. The enforcer must be looking in.

A second later, his expression sobered, and he hurried to the entrance and peeked out. “Come on.”

Jules leaped up and trotted to the door, slipped out, and followed Oscar silently down the hall. Oscar stopped at the same salon Jules had sat in when his father told him he had to marry Donald Anderson—only a few weeks before, but felt like a year. Oscar glanced both ways, opened the door, and guided Jules through it.

Inside the salon was dark and musty. Gods, he remembered that night. His heart breaking, his world crushed—and then he’d met Rome, who’d blazed into his life like a blast of truth in a swamp of darkness and lies. I want to help you, he’d said. You seem unhappy. I’m here.

Has he helped me? Oh gods yes. Even if I die without ever seeing him again, just knowing he exists makes life true and good.

“This way, sir.” Oscar walked toward the wall.

“Uh, Oscar, where are we going?”

“Follow me. Please.”

Shouts came from down the hall. Oscar obviously didn’t hear them, but Jules did. “We have to hurry. They’re coming.”

“Here.” Oscar held a large wall hanging aside.

What? Jules slid behind it and found Oscar opening a door in the wall. Son of a bitch. Jules hurried through and Oscar closed it behind him. Dark. Total. Rustling sounds preceded a flash and an electric torch flared on, illuminating a long, narrow hall that slanted downward. “Holy shit. Where are we?”

Oscar smiled with secret knowledge. “This is an escape tunnel built in the time of your great-grandfather.”

Jules stared at the rough-hewn walls. “Amazing. It looks older than that.”

“Very perceptive, sir. This tunnel was formed out of existing caves and structures carved by the ancients themselves.”

“Wow.” He walked a few steps down the descending corridor, his hand tracing the stone, and the weight of his culture surrounded him. He shook his head. “I guess I should stop sightseeing and ask who all knows about this tunnel.”

“Not many, sir. I have never had reason to believe that your father knew of it.”

“And you never told him?”

“No, sir.”

Jules stopped, turned, and faced Oscar. “May I ask why?”

Oscar’s shoulders rose and fell with his breath. “Sadly, sir, your father’s erratic behavior began rather early in his life, and I feared he’d reveal too much. I’ve harbored this secret for many years, always thinking I would use it for the well-being of your father.” He smiled. “I believe I’m doing that, although he might not recognize it as such.”

“Thank you, Oscar. You don’t think Siracusa knows about this?”

“Well, sir, the night that Mr. Rome visited you, I suspected he might have come in through the tunnel. I don’t know how he learned of it. If it was from his father”—he shrugged—“perhaps, as you young folks might say, we’re screwed.” He grinned and Jules laughed, which felt kind of good.

“Do these tunnels go anywhere, or are we trapped?”

“Ah, follow me.”

Oscar took off down the tunnel, carrying the light, dragging a hand along the wall to help keep his balance on the decline. The air was relatively still but fresh, so there had to be ingress somewhere.

As they descended, the walls of the caves changed. The surface looked—not rougher exactly, but older, and markings appeared, a trail of flowers here, a line of ancient script there. Jules wanted to examine it all, but the need to hurry pressed against his chest like a thousand-pound weight. If he could get out, maybe he could save Rome.

The wall markings became more intricate and gradually evolved into elaborate pictures of figures in both wolf and man form, fighting, eating, playing and—whoa, fucking. “Uh, Oscar, have you ever examined these drawings?”

“Only in a cursory way, sir. Your grandfather brought me here to help him escape an enemy, but I never felt that he meant to share the secret knowledge these drawings communicate. I’ve never come in here on my own.”

That level of restraint boggled Jules’s mind, but then Oscar was a pretty amazing dude.

They kept up their pace, but Jules kept stumbling because he wanted to stare at the intricate drawings more than he wanted to walk. Scenes of what had to be ruling-class alphas began to unfold, holding forth before packs of wolves, leading packs into battle, and of wolves locked in sexual embrace, sometimes with others watching.

“Only a few more minutes, sir.”

“Okay, I—” Jules stopped short. “Wait! Stop.”

Oscar turned, looking frightened. “What is it? Is someone coming?”

“No. Bring the light closer, please.” He pointed at the wall. “Shine it here.”

As the light got nearer, Jules pressed close to the drawings on the wall. “Oscar, look at this and tell me what you see.”

Oscar moved close to the wall. His gasp filled the tunnel like a soft wind. “Gods!”

“Yes. Precisely.” He sucked in the close air and tried to get his exploded brain back in one piece. “I’ve got to talk to my father, Oscar.”

Oscar frowned. “Sadly, that’s not wise, sir. Your father’s so unpredictable these days. I think you should escape Dark Harbor and seek asylum with a friendly pack elsewhere.”

“I can’t leave Rome.” He rested his forehead against the cool stone.

“Oh, sir, I’m afraid he’s beyond your reach. By the time you get anywhere near him, he’ll be married to Miss Yolanda and surrounded by Siracusa guards well paid to kill you.”

He raised his head. “I have to try.” He turned to Oscar. “Let’s get outside. You head for the Midwest, and I’ll see if I can unscramble my brains.” He lurched forward and hugged the small, thin body that belied Oscar’s strength and rectitude. “I can never thank you for all you’ve done for me, but I’ll try. Honestly I will.”

“I wish you’d come with me, sir. My family would welcome you and be honored for the chance to give you shelter.”

“Thank you, my friend. I’ll try to live in such a way as to justify your good opinion.”

“You already do, sir.”

Arm in arm, they walked to the end of the tunnel. Jules sniffed the air coming from the door and pronounced them safe for the moment. After an easy shove against the huge iron door, they crawled out into the cool night.






Chapter Twenty

 

 

AS Oscar disappeared into the night, Jules slipped to the outside of the wall surrounding the mansion. Shit, the place reeked with the smell of Siracusas. No more unguarded lawns and easy-climbing trellises.

Treading softly, he sneaked around the perimeter of the grounds, searching the scents of stressed-out wolves for his father. Finally, outside the east wing, he caught the smell of alcohol and his parent, mixed in with the stink of enforcers—enforcers who’d be searching for Jules, since they might assume he was still in the building or on the grounds. And here I am, proving them right.

Near a big tree, he took a couple of steps back and ran up the wall, pulling himself to the top and then perching there, hidden in the tree branches. Yes, as expected. The grounds outside the mansion crawled with enforcers, though they looked pretty bored. A couple smoked cigarettes, which helped mask Jules’s scent, although in truth, a lot of rank-and-file wolves only had superior senses in shifted form at the full moon.

Jules hunkered down and watched. Different wolves replaced two of the five on duty but didn’t seem any more passionate about security than the others. He stared at the faces of the males. Odd, he’d never seen them before. They also didn’t look Italian, which was unusual since almost the entire Siracusa clan had some roots in or near the area that was today Italy. Had Siracusa brought in hired guns? Not his usual style. He was even more clannish than the Havillands.

Two of the guards wandered closer to the wall, and Jules scooted farther back into the shadows.

“Shit, man, I sure wish something would happen.”

The other ground his cigarette onto the grass. “Yeah. The boss said there’d be females to fuck and plenty of loot. So far this place is a fucking dump full of a couple old men.”

“The boss is freaked about that kid getting away. Man, he’s pissed.”

“Hey, Georgie, how do you feel about working for a fag?”

Georgie shrugged. “That fag pays twice as much as anybody else in New York for the same job. Shit, I don’t care who he fucks as long as he pays up.”

“If we want to keep from getting fucked with a lead pipe, we better look like we’re trying to find that kid. Come on.” The other guy and Georgie walked toward the trees at the far end of the lawn.

Fag? What the bloody hell? Those guards aren’t Siracusas at all.

Jules stared after the retreating guards—and pulled out his phone.

 

 

ROME walked up the stairs of the Havilland mansion, flanked by Federico on one side of him and Anthony on the other. Onlookers might assume this was a display of brotherly love. Yeah, and they might think the phalanx of guards behind Rome was there to protect him, not keep him from running. Of all Rome’s jailers, only Federico seemed at all uncomfortable. He kept glancing at Rome uneasily, then rifling through the pages of the Book of Wolf Law that he carried.

As for Rome, he dragged his feet like he was approaching a funeral, not his own wedding. What would the gods do when he pledged himself to another, knowing he was already partnered for life? Would lightning descend from the sky and strike him dead? Would ethereal wolves rip his throat out? Better they should wipe out Benedetto.

Federico and Anthony opened the big front doors of the mansion. How strange to be coming here as a right after so many years of regarding this place as the pit of hell. Rome walked into the huge entryway with its big, curved staircase and the massive reception room beyond. The sounds of pack members echoed through the halls.

Wolfgods, I need to know about Jules. Have they hurt him? He clenched his fists and gritted his teeth against the pain. If Jules was dead, Rome would go too—but he’d take as many fucking pack members with him as he could, even if he had to kill his own father.

Anthony and Federico stopped near the entrance to the reception hall. Rome could see in, but he wasn’t conspicuous to the guests. VIP seating clustered near the front of the hall, still largely empty of guests; then came a gold divider that separated the leaders from the packs, whose seats stretched out to the end of the big room. Oddly, very few of the seats were filled either. Weird. This alliance should sound promising to a lot of wolves, and the potential for drama added extra excitement. Where were they?

Federico said, “We’ll wait here for Father.”

“Right. So he can look like my loving parent.” Rome crossed his arms.

Federico spoke softly. “He really wants the best for you. He just thinks he knows what that is.”

Rome whispered intensely. “Do you know if Jules is okay? Please tell me.”

A frown flitted across Federico’s face, but he said, “Sorry. I don’t know anything.”

Rome sighed and stared at the sparse crowd. As he watched, a few pack members stood, gathered their families, and left through the rear entrance. One Havilland pack member leaned down and whispered something to another male. After a rapid conversation, that male also stood and walked out.

Anthony stared around, obviously confused, and Federico shifted uneasily.

Rome said, “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Federico snapped.

Simultaneously Anthony said, “Yeah, what the fuck? Where are people going?”

His brothers glanced at each other, Federico raising an eyebrow significantly.

A ripple of sound traveled through the small crowd, and Rome looked up to see Yolanda walk out of the room on the other side of the hall, holding the arm of an older male Rome assumed was her father. Man, did he look nervous. Following behind were two Havilland females, both dressed in white. Yolanda stared toward Rome, her face neutral, but there was a tension about her, like she desperately wanted to run over and talk to him.

“I want to go see my bride.” He started walking, but Federico grabbed him back.

“No. That’s not part of the ceremony.”

Rome yanked his shoulder from his brother’s grasp. “I don’t give a shit. I want to see her.”

He made it a few steps before Anthony gripped one of his arms and Federico the other.

“Come on, you guys—”

Noise from behind made all of them turn. Benedetto powered through the front entrance, with a small army of enforcers running to keep up. He hurried to them, not even seeming to notice that Rome was being restrained. “Let’s get on with this now!”

Rome freed his arms and shook himself like a manhandled dog. “What’s going on, Father? Hardly anyone’s here, and pack members are leaving. It’s like something’s calling them away.”

His father scowled. “They’re probably afraid there’s going to be trouble. Anderson broke free, and no one knows where he is.”

Whoa. He’d done it. He’d escaped Siracusa’s army. The slam of his heartbeat against his ribs almost hurt. For once he could look forward to seeing Donald Anderson—maybe. It depended on what that meant for Jules.

“Uh, did Anderson take Jules Havilland with him when he escaped?”

His father’s frown could have frozen Medusa. “How would he do that?”

“No idea, but Anderson sure seemed intent on marrying Jules.”

His father looked at the crowd, distracted. “I had Anderson caged up, and he’d still be there but for the stupidity of certain wolves.” He cast a look at Anthony. “The Havilland brat is guarded by my enforcers. They aren’t together, wherever Anderson is.”

Federico and Anthony exchanged a glance. Oh man, I’d like to know what that look meant. His gut feel said it wasn’t bad news—for him.

His father took Rome’s arm and half led, half dragged him into the hall, where a small altar was set up. Interesting how everyone felt free to drag him around. Of course, he wasn’t fighting back—until he knew he had something to fight for.

As they drew near to the altar, Yolanda stepped forward on her father’s arm, with her attendants behind her. The father stared at Benedetto as if some serpent had manifested in the garden.

A priest Rome had never seen before walked out the side entrance and crossed to the altar. He waved his two hands gracefully toward Rome and Yolanda, indicating they should step forward and join hands. Benedetto’s grasp loosened and Rome pulled away, reaching Yolanda in two steps. He grabbed her hand and whispered, “Are you okay?”

Her lips barely moved. “Yes. Jules is free.” She smiled and raised her voice. “I am well and prepared for the ceremony to come.”

Rome’s whole being flooded with fire. He gripped Yolanda’s hand, and she squeezed back.

The priest began a sonorous chant. Rome’s breathing came deep and fast, and his brain raced. Think. What’s the best move? I can’t go anywhere without Yolanda. There are at least a dozen enforcers here, along with my brothers and whatever pack members will support my father. We can take some of them but not all. What if we shift and run? Benedetto can shift at will also, but he’s heavier and slower—than me, at least.

The priest frowned at them—him, really. Uh-oh, missed something. He looked at Yolanda, who pulled gently on his hand and led him around the burning candle on the altar. Oh right. He walked slowly, very slowly. As best he remembered from the weddings he’d been to, the vows followed pretty soon after this part of the ceremony. Think, idiot. Jules is free. Your father may not recognize your marriage, but you do. You can’t say “I do” to Yolanda, no matter how great she is.

They stopped walking. Rome glanced to the side at the small wall of guards standing behind his father. There were enforcers behind Yolanda’s father too, but they were farther back and there were fewer of them. That’s the direction to shift and run.

As they stepped back to their spot in front of the altar, he gave Yolanda another squeeze of her hand. She looked up into his eyes, and he flicked his glance to the side, once, twice.

She took a deep, visible breath and gave a very slight nod.

Whew. He swallowed. I’m not only messing with my life, but also with Yolanda’s—and Jules’s. Crap, the thought made him light-headed. He took a quick look toward the audience. It had shrunk by another 50 percent.

The priest’s voice rose. “We abide by the law of the ancients and the will of our ancestors. Wolves mate for life, and we take our responsibilities with the seriousness of eternity.”

Eternity with Jules. His heart felt too big for his chest.

Focus.

Ready, set—

“Stop these proceedings! Now, under threat of death.” Anderson’s voice rang out from the back of the room. The priest practically swallowed his tongue, staring wide-eyed at the group of gangsters moving into the sparse crowd with guns drawn. Anderson strode forward with intent.

Rome looked toward his father, who had fallen back among his own guards, but some of them were fighting hand-to-hand with Anderson’s gangsters.

“Let’s get out of here.” He pulled on Yolanda’s hand and turned toward the door he’d come in.

“Not unless you want to die.” Anderson’s gun pressed against his head.

Well, shit. Stand in line, asshole. Rome stopped, angling his body between the gun and Yolanda. Fights between Siracusa enforcers and Anderson’s followers were going on all around the room, but Benedetto froze when he saw the gun at Rome’s head. Right, he didn’t want to lose his wolf sacrifice.

Rome didn’t move but said, “What the hell are you doing, Anderson? Everyone knows what you’re up to now, so what do you hope to achieve?”

“Nothing’s changed, dimwit, except the groom.” He hauled Rome toward him and dragged him a few steps to the altar. “Priest, get to work. You’re marrying us. Get on it.”

Rome pulled his arm back. “Wait just a fucking minute. You don’t want to marry me, because I’ll rip your throat out in bed.”

“I’m happy to kill you right after we’re married and I’ve established my right to the Siracusa lineage.”

“You don’t really think any Siracusa will go along with that.”

Anderson raised a lip. “Actually, I do. All you thugs understand is force. Your father commands no loyalty because he gives none. I’ll be a better leader, and your pack will follow me gladly.”

Sadly, he might be right about the loyalty. His father was feared, not loved.

Rome snarled, “You can’t marry me. I’m already married.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t think I care about your sham marriage.”

“And your marriage to me would be less of a sham?”

He bared his teeth. “Does that really matter? I’m the one with the gun.”

A howl rose and echoed down the halls of the mansion like Cerberus from the gates of hell, loud, wailing, and mournful. The gangsters paused in their struggles and stared around uneasily. Anderson looked toward the sound, but he didn’t drop the gun.

A second howl went up. Who is it?

Suddenly next to them, Yolanda shifted, ripping her robes to shreds, and the wolf she was ran in a zigzag pattern toward the entrance, barking and howling as she went. Good job, Yolanda.

Though Anderson’s gun never wavered, the shift totally freaked Anderson’s wolves. A couple fired after the wolf, but no one hit her. Few pack members had ever seen an alpha shift at will except in times of war, and there hadn’t been a battle in decades. Anderson’s males were the dregs of wolf society, and such things would be pretty much the stuff of legend.






Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

A WEIRD, eerie chorus of howls started from every angle of the hall. Most of the sounds were made by those in human form rather than wolves—but there were lots of them.

Both Anderson and Benedetto glanced around, like some monster was going to emerge from the fireplace—kind of funny for werewolves. Still, what the hell’s going on?

Suddenly an enforcer near Anderson gasped and fell to the ground, bleeding.

Other guards leaped back, and Anderson startled. Rome pulled against his grasp, but the cool metal of the gun pressed harder against his temple.

Even stranger than the howls, a wailing voice seared through the big hall. “Donald Anderson, you offend the gods. Lay down your arms and leave our sight or suffer the consequences.” The vibrating howls started up again, seeming to bounce off the walls.

Two guards yelled, threw their guns on the floor, and ran toward the rear doors. Other Anderson gangsters let them go, looking ready to join them any second.

The strange voice rose up again. “Benedetto Siracusa, you have made yourself an enemy of the wolfgods. Align yourself with truth or suffer loss of all that has been given.”

A couple more enforcers mutinied, and the gun against Rome’s head began to shake as Anderson looked around, probably to see if he still had any supporters.

The side door, from which the priest had entered, opened slowly—inch by inch until every eye in the hall was glued to it. A tall figure walked in dressed in robes—but above the robes was a wolf head. At first Rome thought it was a mask, but then the mouth moved. “Who defies the will of the gods?”

One enforcer screamed and ran.

The other three doors of the hall opened next, and more wolf-headed creatures stepped into them. They walked three steps into the room, and a mass of pack members marched behind them.

Two females screamed, and Anderson flashed the gun toward the wolf-head figure in front and fired.

Rome slammed an elbow into Anderson’s solar plexus and followed with a left to the jaw. He swiped the gun from his hand, sending it clattering across the slick floor, then threw Anderson to the marble and landed on top of him, forearm pressing on his windpipe. “Don’t move, asshole, or I’ll snap your neck.”

Sounds of movement came from behind him, plus whispers and exclamations.

Rome looked over his shoulder to see the wolf head on the figure closest to Rome shifting to the head of Grandfather Lawrence. Wow. Who knew he was so powerful?

“We’ll take charge of him, Rome. We have the human police waiting at the gates to Dark Harbor to take custody of him. We didn’t even need to produce much evidence, since they recently found a couple of his thugs willing to testify against him.” Lawrence waved to two Siracusa pack members. “Maria, Theodore, please escort Mr. Anderson to the gates. Tell them I’ll be there in a moment.”

A huge female wolf and a pretty good-sized male whom Rome knew from his own pack meetings stepped forward.

Rome glanced up with a frown. “Excuse me, Grandfather, but what’s going on?” More and more pack members, both Siracusa and Havilland, pressed into the room. Rome searched their faces for Jules.

Lawrence held up his hand. “It’s all right, Rome. You can trust them. Let them take him.”

Maria picked up the gun Rome had knocked from Anderson’s hand and pointed it toward Anderson. No one seeing her could doubt she knew what she was doing. She inclined her head toward Rome. “I’ll take care of this, Alpha. Please don’t worry.”

What? No one had ever called him alpha.

She grabbed Anderson by the arms and dragged him toward the exit.

Rome stood, but his heart hammered. “Where’s Jules? Is he okay?”

Footsteps sounded behind him. Pack members looked toward the sound and gasped. Rome turned in time to see the tall wolf-head figure shifting back into the male he loved. But then he saw the blood. One arm of the robe Jules wore dripped with red.

“Jules!” Rome raced to Jules, who gave him a sweet smile, but his arm hung at his side. “Dear gods, you’re hurt.”

“Donald was a better shot than I gave him credit for.” He stumbled a little, and Rome wrapped his arms around him and lowered Jules to the floor, cradling his head against his own chest. Jules grinned. “I’ll be fine—now that you’re here.”

Rome yelled, “We need a medic.”

An older Havilland male pressed through the crowd surrounding them. “I’m a doctor and I’d be honored to treat him, Alpha.”

Rome glanced up, startled. “Uh, okay. Thank you.”

The male gestured to a young female in the crowd, and she ran off. “My daughter will get my bag.” He knelt down next to Rome and Jules and tore the sleeve of the white robe, revealing Jules’s beautifully muscled arm streaked with blood.

Rome felt tears seep from his eyes, and he dropped his head against Jules.

Jules made a whimpering sound.

Rome gasped, “Where does it hurt? Please help him.”

The doctor had a hand over his mouth as he stared at Jules’s arm.

Rome looked. Jules wriggled in Rome’s arms as the bloody hole above his elbow opened and the edge of a silver object poked through. Inch by inch, the bullet squeezed out of his flesh and popped to the ground with a ping.


One female whispered, “Gods, did you see that? No doubt he’s chosen.”

The girl ran in with the doctor’s bag, and he grabbed some antiseptic and gauze from it, wiping the blood and debris from the wound as it closed in front of their eyes.

Rome pressed his face against Jules’s beautiful hair. “Oh my powerful baby. I love you so much.”

“Enough of this.” Benedetto’s voice cut through the murmurs and whispers of the crowd. “We have a wedding to perform. Get that female back here or I’ll have this wedding performed with a surrogate. Let’s get on with it.”

Silence fell over the crowd.

Gods, can he do that? Are you kidding? He’s Benedetto. Rome sighed—loud. “Go fuck yourself. I’m not marrying anyone. I’m already married, and you’ll have to kill me to change that.”

His father looked stunned. “You’ll do as I say.”

“No, and I promise you, I’ll do serious injury to you or anyone else who tries to force me.”

Yolanda, dressed in white robes that suggested she’d been one of the wolf heads, walked out of the crowd. “And I have no intention of marrying Rome, so you’re going to have a tough job making your plans stick. Go find some other idiots to suck into your sick agenda.”

Amazingly, Merrick walked up beside her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Yeah, we’re outie.” He grinned, flashing the classic Merrick dimples.

Rome smiled at his friend, then looked down at Jules. “Can you walk, or do you need me to carry you?”

Jules gazed in his eyes. “That might be fun, but I can walk.” He looked at Benedetto. “And I second what Rome said. We are married, and every member of the Dark Harbor packs now knows that to be true.” He sat up and let Rome help him to his feet. “Someone tell Alpha Siracusa and anyone else with doubts the truth.”

Rome circled Jules’s shoulders tightly and took his weight. “I’d like to hear the truth too.”

Jules faced Benedetto. “In the caves beneath this mansion, my family’s home since near the beginning of time”—his voice rang with the power of the alpha and the majesty of his ancient blood—“we have found evidence by the hands of the old ones that mates of the same sex have been recognized and honored by the ancestors of all Dark Harbor wolves since time immemorial. Each pack member present has witnessed and verified this evidence. No longer will the prejudices of modern packs be allowed to berate, belittle, and disenfranchise the true claims of wolves who love those of their own gender.” He pointed his finger toward Benedetto. “And if any pack clings to their illegal practices, then I, as an alpha of the old blood, declare that pack apostate and outside the law.” He took a deep breath and kissed Rome gently on the lips. “Besides that, like Rome, I don’t give a shit what any of you think. Rome and I are married. Take your politics and shove it up your asses.” He gently pulled on Rome’s hand, and they turned toward the door.

Lawrence stepped into their pathway. “Please come with me. I think you both should finally inherit your birthright.”

“What’s that?” Rome frowned at his grandfather. “I love you, sir, but the tradition of Dark Harbor hasn’t treated Jules and me very well up until now.”

“I ask you to follow.”


The look in his grandfather’s eyes spoke only of love. Rome gazed at Jules. “Shall we?”

“Yes, dear. Lawrence helped me gather the community and show them the evidence of truth. We need to go.”

“Do you feel up to it?”

“Hey, alpha blood has to be good for something.”

Slowly they walked out the door. Possibly Benedetto didn’t follow, but every other pack member in Dark Harbor appeared to.

Lawrence led them out of the mansion and down the hill toward the temple, a huge parade that would have attracted attention if there’d been anyone left to see. As they approached the temple grounds, Lawrence turned off the road toward the trees where Rome knew his grandfather’s own small house was located.

Rome gripped Jules’s hand tightly and didn’t give a shit who saw. The feeling liberated deep recesses of his soul and filled him with joy. No matter what else happened, this was life as it was meant to be.

Lawrence passed his cottage and kept walking. Pack members behind them chatted and commented as they walked. The whole thing had an interesting celebratory feel. Hell, he had Jules and didn’t care what else happened. He’d never be a lone wolf if he had Jules. Maybe they’d go find Oscar and look for a place to live near him.

As Lawrence rounded a copse of trees, a small house came into view—not as tiny as Lawrence’s cottage, but far smaller than most of the homes in Dark Harbor. Lawrence strode to the door with a bounce in his step, then turned. “As you may know, I am an alpha with the right to form my own pack. I’ve always preferred the company of the gods, but I believe the gods have chosen these males as their own, and I offer them this house on my property as shelter and the freedom to live their own lives as they wish, unencumbered by the proscriptions and expectations of anyone else in Dark Harbor—including myself.” He made a waving motion toward the door. “This is my wedding gift to you both. I know there are many places that would welcome you, but I sincerely hope you’ll choose to stay in Dark Harbor, because I believe we need you. You may be your own pack of two.”

Yolanda stepped forward and raised her hand. “Three, please.”

Merrick laughed, “Four. I’m no alpha, but I know who I want to follow.”

Rome couldn’t catch his breath. His friend, who so valued the good opinion of Benedetto, was offering to be an outcast with him. He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around both Yolanda’s and Merrick’s necks. “Thank you, but I don’t really know that we want to be a pack.”

One of the oldest members of the Havilland pack stepped forward and dropped to one knee. “I’m no lover of prejudice. I pledge myself to be a faithful member of your pack. My family may decide for themselves.” He stood.

His wife took his arm. “I’m with you.”

A young Siracusa stuck up his hand. “Me. I want a pack that knows what’s going on.”

Rome shook his head. “But I don’t know—”

Jules squeezed his arm. “We can form a pack in which every person’s ideas and opinions matter. We don’t want to tell anyone what they have to do.”

At least a dozen hands went up in the crowd.

“I want in.”

“Choose me, please.”

“I’ll follow you, Alpha.”

Jules held up a hand. “Thank you for your confidence. Please give us a chance to decide how we want to live our lives.”

The old wolf said, “But, Alpha, you’ve been chosen by the gods. Alpha Lawrence has told us so.”

“We’re nothing special. We’ve suffered oppression far more than the average wolf and know the dangers of too much power.”

“But that’s why we want you, Jules.” The old wolf grinned.

Jules laughed and hugged Rome. “We need time to think. Only a few hours ago, we believed we’d be spending our lives in forced marriages.”

Rome tightened his arm on Jules. “We appreciate your confidence in us.” He tugged on Jules’s hand. “Let’s look inside.” He opened the door and stepped back to allow Jules to walk through. With one glance back at the crowd, Rome followed him and closed the door behind them.

Inside the silence almost hurt his ears.

Jules turned and, like salt in water, they dissolved in each other’s arms.

Rome fit his mouth over Jules’s and kissed until every nerve ending finally felt fed. He pulled back with a smile and said, “I want to crawl in bed with you and sleep for a week, with only occasional breaks for fucking our brains out.”

“Oh man, me too.” Jules raised his head and gazed around the room. “Wow. Look.”

Rome finally paid attention to his surroundings. They stood in a large bright room that had a big fireplace with a television over it, and surrounding the fireplace was a cushy couch and big table. A long, rectangular dining table stood at the other end of the room and, if Rome cocked his head, he could see into a large kitchen with a big island in front of it. Off the big room, he could see a hallway.

Jules pulled his hand. “Let’s go look.”

They walked down the hall to the first door on the left, a small bedroom set up like an office, complete with computer. Next down the hall was a large bathroom. Finally they stepped into the last room on the hall. Jules walked in first and smiled wide.

The master bedroom shone with afternoon sunlight, dappled and filtered through the trees outside. Against the wall stood a huge, king-size bed, and it even appeared to be made up with fresh linens. In fact the whole house smelled fresh and lemony, like someone cleaned it often and well. “Maybe Lawrence really was expecting us.”

Jules staggered dramatically to the bed and collapsed on it.

Rome smiled. “Hey, don’t get blood on the sheets.”

Jules raised an eyebrow, sat up, and pulled the blood-streaked white robe over his head, leaving him in a pair of black boxer briefs, his long, lean body gleaming like polished marble.

“Oooh. Much, much better.” Rome sat on the edge of the bed and ran a hand down the hard muscle of Jules’s leg. “Of course, there’re probably about two hundred pack members waiting for us outside.”

“Probably. We could entertain them with a lesson in gay sex.”

Rome leaned forward and kissed the mound of Jules’s penis in his briefs. “If I don’t get some serious gay sex soon, I’m going to be teaching lessons in werewolf frustration. Don’t move, okay?”

Backing up so he didn’t lose a second of that perfect view, Rome left the bedroom and jogged to the front door. He peeked through the window and saw—no one.

Hmm. He opened the front door and leaned out. Not a single pack member. No one from his family—or Jules’s. And no Lawrence. He chuckled. That canny old devil.

With a click, he locked the front door and started stripping as he walked back to the bedroom. Inside the bedroom door, he stopped. Jules had curved an arm above his head, face turned to the side, eyes closed with his thick lashes fanning his cheeks. Where was a cell phone camera when you needed one? Gorgeous. “Guess what?”

Jules opened his eyes.

“There’s nobody out there. No one.”

“Oh yes, a gift of the werewolf gods.”

Rome grinned. “Or my grandfather, more likely.” He pulled off his jeans, underwear included, and stretched out beside Jules on the clean white sheets. Jules turned to him, and he cupped that perfect face between his hands. “There’s nothing I want to do more than fuck you right now.”

“How do you say ‘me too’ in every language on earth?”

“But I want to say something, because after this we have to make decisions and take action, so this may be my only chance. Okay?”

Jules nodded between his hands.

Rome took a breath. “I want you to know that whatever you want to do, I’m here to do it with you. I’ll travel to a desert island and live with you forever. I’ll go live in New York so you can paint. I never want to see another sunrise without you or sleep anywhere that I can’t reach out and touch you. I love you. I love you stupidly, like the storybooks say. Beyond reason and sense. Don’t ask me why because I can give you a million reasons, but none of them touch the truth. It is what it is. I’m begging you to believe me and to love me back, but I understand if this seems silly or premature or adolescent. I’ll wait for you forever.” He inhaled again. “That’s all I have to say.”

Quiet.

Rome looked up at the tears running down Jules’s face. “I do.”

“W-what?”

“I do. I believe you and I love you and I want to be with you forever. That’s all I have to say.” Still crying, he grinned. “Is it time to fuck?”

Rome laughed. There was no chance. No possibility his single body could hold the joy of a thousand stars. “You don’t want to discuss what the hell we’re doing next with our lives?”

“Later. Much, much later.”

Rome kept chuckling as he grabbed for the lube. “I didn’t know it was possible to be this happy.”

Jules pulled his legs up beside his ears, revealing the pink of his beautiful hole. “Come on, my wolfie. Let’s show the world what love means.”

“With pleasure, my light. With pleasure.”






Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

MORNING light shone outside when the knock came at the front door. Rome set the coffee cups he’d been filling in the kitchen on the counter. Lawrence had thought of pretty much everything, including, thank the gods, coffee and the fixin’s. Okay, whoever’s out there gets a view of my bare chest, but I guess that’s better than bare ass. Of course, if Jules came out of the bedroom in what he’d been wearing last time Rome saw him, all bets were off.

He strode to the door and pulled it open. Uh, maybe he should have checked first in case the visitor wanted to kill him. Yolanda and Merrick stood there, grinning more like Cheshire cats than wolves. “Hi.” She waved.

“Hi. You’d like to come in, I assume?” He stepped aside.

Merrick leaned forward as he entered. “Since I smell coffee, I definitely want to come in.”

Rome chuckled and walked to the kitchen, only to find Jules adding cream to his cup—fortunately wearing a pair of sweatpants he’d found gods knew where. “We’ve got company.”

“So I gathered.” He poured two more cups, handed one to Rome, and stuck a finger in the edge of the cream container.

Rome snorted. “I can tell we’re going to be elegant entertainers.”

Yolanda and Merrick both turned from where they were staring down the hall. Merrick smiled. “Hey, this is a great place. You’re going to stay here, right?”

Rome glanced at Jules. “We haven’t talked yet.”

Jules held up a cup. “Come and have coffee.”

They all settled in the living room, Rome sitting beside Jules, holding his hand. If he never had to let go, that would suit him fine.

Jules sipped coffee. “I can’t believe you’re the first people to knock on this door. I thought privacy was a human tradition.”

Yolanda barked a laugh. “That’s because half the pack stood guard on the perimeter of the temple grounds and wouldn’t let anyone past.”

Rome cocked his head. “Which pack?”

“Why, your pack, of course.”

“Uh, what?” Jules caught some coffee he spit on his napkin.


“After you left to go to, uh, sleep”—Yolanda’s eyes danced—“more and more pack members came to us and said they wanted to join the new pack.” She looked at Merrick, who sat close beside her. “I think we’re up to, like, forty, right?”

“Forty-seven last I checked.”

Jules shook his head. “Look, guys, Rome and I may be alpha, but we’re still kids. Rome has to finish school, and I’d like to go back and study art. We can’t help guide the lives of four people, much less forty-seven. I mean, think about it. Some of them are probably Havillands who are near destitute because of my father. Gods, they’ll need help getting back on their feet. We don’t have the money to support ourselves or anyone else.”

Merrick sat forward. “But Rome has the skills. Hell, he can set up businesses and help pack members with their futures.”

Funny. The idea kind of excited him. Still, Rome shook his head. “Right now the Havillands and Siracusas are all flush with enthusiasm and lovey-dovey, but as soon as the newness wears off, old feelings will rise, and they’re going to need help getting past it.”

Yolanda spread her hands. “But don’t you see? You two understand these things. You know these are problems that must be faced. You’ve been outsiders and can help people adjust. That’s huge all by itself. We need you.”

Merrick bounced on his seat cushion. “And we’ll help you, and so will Master Lawrence. In fact, he told us to tell you that he has tons of money to support the pack and get it going, so that’s not a worry. It’ll be like you said. We’ll be a pack where people make their own choices and make decisions together, and when we need your special shit, we’ll ask you to help. I mean, Yolanda’s a pretty capable female.”

“Thank you, dear.” Yolanda patted his arm. “But please, please, don’t leave. Okay? We love you and need you.”

Rome sighed. “What about Ty? Hell, he could be raising an army right now to start a war.”

Yolanda and Merrick looked at each other—then burst into grins. Yolanda said, “Uh, guess which Big Bad Wolf turns out to like boys?”

Jules practically got whiplash, he looked up so fast. “No way.”

Merrick chortled. “Way. And I do mean way way. Apparently he’s madly in love with Donald Anderson and left Dark Harbor to mount his defense.”

“Gods, that’s a frightening match.” Rome wiped a hand over his neck then grinned. “But I must confess, I suspected.”

“Me too,” Jules agreed. “He played with Anderson like a giggly teenager.”

Yolanda nodded. “At least that’s a worry for another day—-or maybe even decade. Now we have pack members to save—if you’re willing.”

Rome looked at Jules. “If we leave, we can start over. Go be whoever we want. Live in a place where everyone knows we’re gay and doesn’t care. No history.”

Jules laughed softly.

“What?”

“Spoken like a true… human.”

Rome shrugged and smirked. “I know, but I had to try on the idea.”

“We can’t leave everything we know behind. I tried that, and I was never so lonely. Even though everyone here hated me, I longed to come home.”

Rome threaded his fingers through Jules’s silken hair. “The gods knew I was waiting.”

Yolanda blew a raspberry. “Sorry. You’re too cute but also a little sickening.”


Rome laughed and kissed Jules’s hand. “Leaving your community isn’t the wolf way.”

Jules gazed at him. “I think we’re going to be changing a lot of wolf ways in the days to come, but I’m happy to do that here, in Dark Harbor, as long as I can do it with you.”

Yolanda stared at the ceiling. “Sick-en-innnng.”

Jules grabbed Rome and kissed him hard.

Merrick laughed. “Even I’m out of here.”

Rome smiled into Jules’s eyes. “It’s okay. We’ve got a lifetime to be sickening.”

Yolanda and Merrick got up to go, but she paused at the door. “Do you guys happen to remember what day this is?”

Jules glanced at Rome. “Uh, the seventeenth?”

“No, it’s Sunday.”

Rome nodded. “Right. So?”

Yolanda grinned.

What? “Oh.” He started to laugh, and a minute later Jules joined in.

 

 

THREE hours later, at noon, Rome, Jules, Yolanda, Merrick, Lawrence, and about thirty-five miscellaneous werewolves, refugees from almost every pack in Dark Harbor, walked into the front door of the Dark Harbor Country Club. The rest of their growing ragtag pack was otherwise occupied.

The big dining room was busy with some of the usual Sunday brunchers gathered at pack tables, though many seats were notably empty. Benedetto sat with Federico, Anthony, and about half the usual pack family, looking serious but otherwise ignoring the fact that they’d almost been ousted from their position in Dark Harbor. One of the other Siracusa tables sat nearly empty. Benedetto looked up, his gaze glanced off Rome, and he turned away.

Okay, guess that’s how it’s going to be. Rome blew out his breath, and Jules squeezed his bicep.

Federico, on the other hand, glanced at Rome and gave a small nod.

Gerard Havilland headed some of his remaining pack, which despite depletion was still large, and he looked almost sober. When he saw Jules, he leaped to his feet and rushed over. “Jules. Are you okay, son?”

Jules nodded and accepted his father’s one-armed embrace. “I’m doing great, Father. I’m glad to see you’re well. You know my husband, I think.” He looked at Rome. “Rome, my father, Alpha Gerard Havilland.”

Gerard stuck out his hand and swallowed hard. “Pleased to meet you, Rome. Do you two want to come sit with us?”

Rome smiled and shook the man’s slightly damp hand. “No, sir. There are too many of us. But thank you.”

“Oh, I see.” He didn’t. “Well, we’ll talk later.” He smiled lamely as he walked back to his table.

Rome and Jules looked at each other—and smiled.

The hostess, a wolf from outside Dark Harbor, as always, rushed over. “Oh, good day, Mr. Siracusa, Mr. Havilland, Master Romanus.” She looked at the crowd. “Uh, can I help you?”

“Yes. We’d like a table, please.” Rome showed her teeth and politeness.

“For all of you, sir?” She swallowed.

Lawrence nodded. “Yes, please. Actually, you might as well set up a permanent table, since we’re going to be using it regularly.”

Her eyes widened with interest. “Really, sir? So is this a—” She waved a hand.

“A pack family table, yes.”

“That’s very exciting.” She glanced around at the group and waved at one of the waiters. “A new table for—” She looked at Rome. “Forty?”

“Fifty, if possible. There are more.”

The waiter nodded and ran to gather help.

The hostess said, “It’s been some time since we had a new pack. What’s the pack called?”

Rome looked at Jules who grinned and said, “Have any ideas?”

Rome glanced back at the group then at the eternal blue of Jules’s eyes. “How about, for now at least, we call it the Freedom Pack?”

“What a lovely name.” The hostess smiled. “Follow me, Freedom Pack.”

As they walked, the new pack members patted Rome and Jules on the back, talked, and laughed. They began to settle into chairs at a big table set up in the far corner of the room—a corner never used before. Once or twice, a Siracusa started to sit next to a Havilland or vice versa and hesitated, but they each made an effort and sat down anyway. The older male who had been one of the first to declare his intention to join the pack, a man named Earl Havilland, said, “Would you like to sit at either end of the table, alphas?”

Jules patted his shoulder. “No, Earl. We want to sit somewhere in the middle and next to each other.”

Rome clutched the hand of the male he loved and had been blessed by the gods to find. “Because we’ve been apart far too long.”

Jules kissed Rome’s lips very softly. “And we plan to be together—forever.”
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