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Chapter One



Julie took another look in the mirror and sighed. She’d gone through almost everything in her closet last night trying to decide what to wear on her first day. Last night she thought she looked modest and professional. The knee-length black pencil skirt flattered her curves but wasn’t too short, the small, discreet ruffle at the neck of her crisp white blouse softened the look, and the black slingback pumps added a few needed inches but were still comfortable. Her brown hair was drawn back in a low bun and her makeup was simple and understated.

Her appearance would have been perfect for her previous job in a New York law firm, but here? She moved to the window and looked down at the street two floors below. Two harpies walked down the opposite sidewalk talking amiably, the long talons on their birdlike lower bodies easily gripping the cobblestones. A water nymph with long blue hair came up the street from the harbor, holding a young boy’s hand, both of them leaving a wet trail behind them.

Most of the other occupants of the street looked more or less human, but less was the operative word. Very few of the residents of Monster Island were human, and since she was now living in Behemoth Bay—the largest city on the island—that difference was very obvious.

I made this choice, she reminded herself, then took a deep breath, picked up her black leather tote, and headed for the door.

She’d chosen the five-story brownstone rather than one of the high-rises in the city center because it had such a pleasant, homey feel to it. Outside her apartment, warm amber paint picked up one of the colors in the mosaic tile floor and brought out the richness of the beautifully carved wooden staircase, polished to a high sheen. She hurried down the two flights but just as she reached the tall glass doors leading out to the street her landlady, Mrs. Tidiwell, came bustling out to meet her.

Mrs. Tidiwell was a cheerful woman with nut brown skin and nut brown curls, who stood a full foot shorter than Julie’s already modest height. Mrs. Tidiwell was also a brownie, which probably explained the pristine state of the building.

“Good morning, dear. Excited about your first day?”

“Yes, but also a little nervous,” she confessed. “I haven’t even met Mr. Moonstone yet.”

The entire hiring process had been carried out virtually by her terrifying efficient predecessor.

“I’m sure you’ll do fine. I know Derek Moonstone has a bit of a reputation, but it’s not like he’s actually going to eat you alive or anything.”

Mrs. Tidiwell laughed merrily while Julie did her best not to show her dismay.

“Reputation?”

“He is kind of a lone wolf, you know.” Her landlady leaned in confidentially. “The Moonstone pack were not happy when he went off on his own to found that company. I don’t put any credit in anything they had to say about him. And they certainly don’t seem to have a problem with any of the money he’s brought to the island,” she added tartly.

“W-what did they say about him?”

“Oh, the usual. A lone wolf can’t be trusted. A lone wolf doesn’t obey the same rules as the rest of us. Blah blah blah.” Mrs. Tidiwell waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t you pay them any mind. Now here.”

The other woman thrust a delicious-smelling brown paper bag into her hands.

“What’s this?”

“Just a few of my oat bars in case you get hungry later. I suspected you’d be too nervous to eat and we wouldn’t want you wasting away to nothing, would we?”

“That’s not likely to happen anytime soon,” she said ruefully, but Mrs. Tidiwell waved her hand again.

“Nonsense. Most males like a female with a little flesh on their bones, especially⁠—”

The other woman came to an abrupt halt, suddenly looking flustered.

“Especially what?” Julie asked suspiciously.

“Oh, nothing.” Her landlady quickly recovered her composure and smiled up at her. “Just enjoy the oat bars, and remember, you don’t have to share them with anyone unless you want to.”

“I’ll remember. Thank you for these—it’s very sweet of you.”

“I know what it’s like to be on your own in a new city. I’d never been outside my village before I moved here, and let me tell you, it was quite a shock.”

She started to ask why the other woman had moved to the city, but a quick glance at her smartwatch confirmed that she didn’t have the time.

“Maybe you can tell me about it some time,” she suggested.

“I’d love to chat. If you’re up to it, stop by for a cup of tea when you get home. Or a glass of wine if you’d prefer.” Black eyes twinkled at her. “But if you’re too tired, we can make it another day.”

“That sounds wonderful. Bye now.”

TalkToMe’s headquarters were only six blocks away—another point in favor of her current apartment—and she’d originally planned to walk, but after another quick look at her watch, she hailed a cab instead.

“134 Monster Mile, please.”

The cab driver, a large furry… something, growled.

“You sure about that, miss?”

“Yes, please,” she said as firmly as possible, despite the butterflies that had now taken up residence in her stomach.

The cab driver chuffed, but didn’t argue. Two blocks up the hill, he turned onto the much larger and more crowded main thoroughfare. While it wasn’t New York traffic, it was considerably heavier than she’d expected and she kept glancing down at her watch as they crawled the next four blocks. They were still half a block away when she recognized the tall gleaming white building from the company’s website.

“That’s it,” she said quickly. “I’ll just hop out here.”

The driver chuffed again, but he processed her credit card without comment and she flashed him a quick smile.

“Thank you.”

He mumbled something, but she was already dashing up the sidewalk. Damn, damn, damn. It wasn’t like her to cut things so close. She’d spent way too much time worrying about her clothes when she should have been worrying about getting to work on time.

The lobby of the building was as impressive as the outside. The TalkToMe logo—a stylized speech bubble containing a cursive letter T—was embedded in the gleaming marble floor, and a wall of lush greenery curved behind the long polished wood reception desk.

“Hi. I’m Julie Taylor.” She gave the green-skinned receptionist a quick nervous smile. “I’m supposed to⁠—”

“Oh, yes, Ms. Taylor,” the receptionist said coolly. “We’ve been expecting you.”

“I’m sorry, but the traffic⁠—”

Once again the woman cut her off.

“Of course. Here is your security badge. You will need it for the elevator. It’s the last one on the left. Just press the button for the top floor.”

“Thank you.”

She tried another smile but the receptionist had already turned away. What the heck was that about? She wasn’t even late—yet. As long as the elevator made it to the top floor in three minutes, she’d be precisely on time. It wasn’t until she was halfway to the elevator that it occurred to her that perhaps the woman hadn’t liked her simply because she was human. Although she knew that the residents of Monster Island often faced prejudice when they left the island, everyone she had met so far had been very friendly.

Still frowning at the thought, she hurried into the elevator. The doors closed behind her as she studied the buttons. They were numbered from one to fifteen but the top one was labeled PH, presumably the penthouse. The receptionist had said the top floor, but did she mean the top numbered floor or the actual top floor? Deciding her new card wouldn’t let her go anywhere she wasn’t supposed to go, she swiped the card reader, then pressed PH.

“Why are you going to the top floor?” a deep male voice growled from behind her, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

She whirled around so quickly that she almost lost her balance and two big hands immediately caught her upper arms to steady her, then dropped just as quickly. The man sharing the elevator with her was tall—very tall—and broad—very broad—and the already small space suddenly seemed to shrink. How could she have missed him before?

“I… I didn’t see you.”

“Obviously.”

Since he was openly, and rudely, staring at her, she lifted her chin and returned his gaze. He was casually dressed in jeans and a dark blue long sleeved tee with the TalkToMe logo. He had a laptop under his arm, and he looked like every other IT guy she’d ever seen. Although most of them weren’t that big. Or this good-looking. Dark hair cut a little too long framed a rugged, handsome face. His eyes were a startlingly bright green as they drifted down over her body and back up again.

Most men didn’t get much further than that, but his eyes definitely lingered and she knew she was blushing. The color deepened when he suddenly leaned down and… sniffed her? What was that about? Before she could ask, he growled again and straightened back up.

“Are you wearing perfume?” he demanded.

“What? No. Not that it’s any business of yours,” she added.

He closed his eyes for a second, uttering a muffled curse, then opened them and frowned at her.

“Why are you going to the top floor?” he repeated.

“T-that’s where I’m supposed to go.”

“Why? Who sent you?”

“The receptionist, of course.”

“Lilith sent you to the penthouse?”

A sudden doubt assailed her.

“I think so. She said the top floor and the penthouse is the top. And the button worked when it read my badge,” she concluded triumphantly, waving the security badge at him.

His frown deepened, and then he plucked the badge out of her hand before she could stop him.

“Julie Taylor? You’re Julie Taylor?”

Before she could answer, the elevator came to a stop and the doors opened with a quiet chime. Anxious to escape the man’s overwhelming presence, Julie quickly stepped out into an open foyer. The foyer to what was clearly someone’s apartment, she realized, her stomach sinking. Directly ahead of her was a huge living room with a wall of windows looking out across the city, while an elegant kitchen waited to the right.

She whirled around and almost ran into the man again. Just as before he steadied her, then quickly let her go, but his hands slid down her arms as he did in what was almost a stroke.

“I’m beginning to think you’re doing that on purpose,” he muttered, his eyes glittering.

“No, I’m not. You just keep sneaking up on me. But I guess you were right,” she added reluctantly. “I don’t think I was supposed to come up here. And I shouldn’t have let you follow me. We should both get out of here before we get into trouble. And before I’m any later.”

Damn, she was now officially one minute late.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“But you can’t stay here. Why did you follow me off the elevator anyway?”

Those bright green eyes glittered again, and she had a sudden horrible premonition.

“I did not follow you, Ms. Taylor. I am Derek Moonstone and this is my home.”


Chapter Two



Derek took a good deal of satisfaction from watching his new assistant’s eyes widen, her lush lips forming a perfect little circle. Would she give him that same wide-eyed look if he was sliding his shaft between those pretty lips?

Fuck. That was the last thing he should be considering. He had no intention of getting involved with a female, and especially not a fragile little human, no matter how delectable she smelled. Despite that, he had to wrestle the desire to lean forward and sniff her again under control before he could speak.

“And to answer your question, your badge works for this floor so that I can ask you to come up here if I need your assistance.”

Pink crept across her cheeks at his emphasis on the word ask, but she raised her stubborn little chin.

“I apologize for the confusion, sir.” She didn’t sound remotely sorry. “I’ll go back down to the fifteenth floor.”

He liked hearing her call him sir a little too much, and he shook his head impatiently.

“Never mind. Go and wait for me in there. In my study,” he added dryly when her blush deepened.

His bedroom and his study were both located to the left of the living room and her gaze had obviously stopped at the open doors to his bedroom.

“Yes, sir,” she said, clearly trying to gather her dignity, and marched off towards his study, her luscious ass swaying beneath the provocative skirt she was wearing.

Despite her lack of inches, she was perfectly built for his tastes—all soft, lush, delicious-smelling curves.

“Fuck,” he growled under his breath, furtively adjusting his hardening cock as he followed her into his study.

She came to a halt just inside the door, glancing quickly around the room. The bookshelves were filled with the books he’d collected during his years away from the island, and the sleek mahogany desk had been hand-carved to his specifications. With deep burgundy walls and a thick oriental rug in the same colors, it would have been a dark space if it hadn’t been for the wall of windows opening out onto the terrace. With the flick of a control those windows could be covered by heavy drapes to turn the room into a dark, private space.

His study—his den—had always been his refuge. At least, it had been until this tiny human female stepped into it. Now the air was full of her tantalizing scent, and all he wanted to do was drag her over to the leather sofa and bury his nose in the sweet spot between her legs. His wolf growled approvingly at the thought but such behavior was not permissible in the business world.

“Take a seat,” he said curtly, gesturing to the sofa.

He deliberately chose the wingback chair at the other end of the sofa as she perched nervously on the edge of the sofa, smoothing her skirt down over her knees. His human side wanted to soothe her fears, but his wolf enjoyed the subtle spice it added to her already delectable fragrance.

“Do you always dress like that?” he asked, forcing his eyes away from the delicious curves of her legs as he opened his laptop.

“Dress like what? A professional?”

He grunted at her tart reply, not sure whether he was annoyed or amused. Nerves or not, she wasn’t going to roll over for him. Yet, his wolf growled, but he did his best to ignore it.

“Do you have a problem with the way I’m dressed?” she added.

“No, but most of the employees dress very casually.”

He looked up as she shifted uneasily, her lips tightening.

“As your assistant, I represent you and your company. I believe that a more formal wardrobe helps to create a positive first impression.”

She had a valid point, and he forced himself to nod. He couldn’t exactly complain about how sexy she looked in that skirt.

“It’s your choice. Can you tell me a little about your prior experience?”

She gave him a startled look, licking her lips nervously.

“Are you interviewing me? I… I thought I had the job.”

“You do. Irene said you had the best qualifications and I trust her judgment completely.” It had probably never occurred to his previous assistant that he would find her replacement so tempting. “But since I was not involved in the interview process, I simply wanted to know a few more specifics about your background.”

“Oh. Okay.”

Despite her agreement, she shifted again.

“I understand you previously worked at a law firm. How long were you there?”

“Five years. I started there after I graduated and worked my way up.”

“What made you decide to leave?”

“I-I needed a change. I wanted to live somewhere else, someplace different. Someplace where…”

Her voice trailed off and she bit her lip.

“Where what?”

“Someplace where people were different,” she admitted.

“And are you finding Monster Island a sufficiently different place to live?”

“Oh, yes.” To his surprise she laughed, a surprisingly husky, sexy sound, and his shaft flexed again. “It’s definitely a change.”

“Why did you want a change?”

The laughter vanished and she looked away again.

“It was a good opportunity.”

He considered her for a moment as her scent betrayed her. It was the truth, but not the whole truth. He could have left it alone, but…

“That’s not the real reason, or at least not the only one. Why else did you come here?”

Indignation flared in those big brown eyes, and her cheeks turned pink.

“You really don’t have the right to ask me that.”

Oh, he liked that spark of resistance. No predator was satisfied by easy prey.

“Don’t I?” he drawled.

“No.” She was breathing harder, her lush breasts moving tantalizingly beneath the starched white cotton. “I don’t like the way you’re questioning me.”

“Why not?”

“You’re being very aggressive.”

He could have told her it was an alpha trait, but instead he just raised a brow.

“And you’re not being entirely honest with me.”

“Maybe,” she admitted, “but that’s really none of your business.”

“Maybe not.” He studied her thoughtfully. “But you can understand why I might be… curious as to why a human would leave her life behind to move here. And if you are planning to stay.”

“I am,” she said firmly.

She wasn’t lying, but however good her intentions were now, he knew she wouldn’t stay. Very few humans lasted for long on Monster Island—which was all the more reason not to succumb to the primal urges she was arousing. In addition to the fact that she reports to me.

“Even if the situation that brought you here changes?”

“It won’t.”

His wolf urged him to push some more, but his human side was well aware that his HR department would already have disapproved of most of his questions. For that matter, they probably wouldn’t have approved of him bringing her into his study before she’d even been shown her desk.

“Very well.”

He rose to his feet and her eyes widened again as she looked up at him, her lips parting. He could only hope his jeans were tight enough to conceal his erection as she dropped her eyes. The submissive gesture pleased his wolf, but by the faint gasp she gave, his wish had not been successful. When her scent deepened, he had to dig his claws into his palms rather than seek the source of that delicious fragrance.

What the fuck is wrong with me? He never reacted to a female like this, never. Not to any of the female werewolves who’d come prowling around after he first returned to the island as a successful businessman. And certainly not to any of the human females he’d met when he was away.

It’s a temporary aberration, he assured himself firmly. No doubt brought on by a year, no, two years of celibacy. Or was it three? He’d avoided females to avoid pack politics. And that hadn’t changed, no matter how much the little human tempted him.

“Wait here. I’ll change and then take you down to your new office.”

The one right outside his, where her scent would waft in every time the door opened. Fuck, he was in so much trouble.

Her eyes flashed up to his for a brief second before she dropped them again.

“Yes, sir.”

He dug his claws into his palms again, and he forced himself to leave before he did something really stupid like order her to take off her clothes and bend over his desk so he could explore every delectable inch.


Chapter Three



Julie collapsed back against the leather cushions the moment the door closed behind her new boss, trying desperately to slow her breathing. Holy hell, she hadn’t expected him to be so hot. And unless she was very much mistaken, he was interested in her. That had to have been an erection—a very large erection—under his jeans.

Although most men tended to prefer a fashionably thin female, he certainly wasn’t the only one to be interested in “taking her for a ride” as one of her exes had so crudely put it. They were inevitably disappointed when they discovered the ordinary woman behind the lush curves. Like Brad, she thought bitterly, although he’d kept up the act far longer than most of them.

No. This was a new day, a new job, a new life. She wasn’t going to ruin it by thinking of what she’d left behind. And as long as she kept things strictly professional, no doubt her new boss’s interest would quickly fade away. As will my interest in him, she assured herself.

An assurance that was tested when he returned a few minutes later. He’d been devastating enough in a casual T-shirt and jeans, but in a well-tailored suit with a crisp white shirt open at the neck he quite literally took her breath away.

“Well?”

He raised his eyebrow again, and she realized she’d been sitting there staring at him. Even though her cheeks heated again as she jumped to her feet, she couldn’t resist.

“If that’s your idea of casual, I think I’m underdressed rather than overdressed.”

Amusement glittered in those startling green eyes as he gestured for her to precede him out of the room.

“Well played, Ms. Taylor. Well played.” Then he added, so quietly she didn’t think she was supposed to hear. “And you are most definitely overdressed.”

Her cheeks were definitely burning now, but she did her best not to look at him as they entered the elevator, standing as far away from him as she could in the small space. It didn’t help. She could almost feel the heat radiating off that big body, along with a warm, spicy fragrance. Fortunately, they arrived on the next floor almost immediately.

The elevator opened into a lobby with another reception desk. This receptionist also had green skin and long dark green hair, but she immediately gave her a sympathetic smile.

“You must be Julie. Did you get lost?”

“Lilith told her to go to the top floor and Ms. Taylor naturally assumed that meant the penthouse,” Derek said smoothly. “But now she knows where to come if I need her to assist me.”

The words were perfectly innocent—the images they conjured up were not. Since there was nothing she could do about the color rising to her cheeks again, she ignored it and smiled at the receptionist.

“I should have realized. I’m sorry for the confusion.”

“Don’t be silly. It’s not your fault. I’m Betty. If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask. Now I’ll just show you⁠—”

“I’ll show Ms. Taylor around, Betty,” Derek said when the other woman started to stand. “Is everything ready for my ten o’clock?”

“Yes, sir. Unless you want me to put out a tray of pastries?”

“No, not yet.”

Not yet? Before she could ask, Derek motioned for her to precede him again. She flashed another quick smile at Betty and obeyed.

A large open office area occupied the space behind the reception desk. It stretched all the way to another wall of windows and was populated with clusters of desks interspersed with small groups of comfortable chairs. A wide variety of people were bent over their computers or talking in one of the seating areas. Their skin varied from red to blue, scaled to furred, but other than that it could have been any other busy office.

Not quite any other office, she amended as two women flew across the other side of the room, trailing a small cloud of glitter.

“There are additional meeting rooms along the other side,” Derek said, his voice a low rumble in her ear. He was right behind her again and she barely managed to avoid jumping. “Executive offices on this side. Ours are at the far end.”

Even though he’d kept his voice low, the awareness of his presence spread across the room almost immediately. Head after head popped up to look over at them. Even though most of them quickly returned to whatever they were doing, she felt as if she were walking under a spotlight as they continued down the length of the room. She breathed a quick sigh of relief as Derek ushered her into the last room on the right.

“This is your office.”

The room was exceptionally large for an assistant’s office and it too had a wall of windows, as well as a glass wall separating it from the outer area. He showed her the control to turn the glass opaque, then frowned around at the room.

“If you wish to make any changes, let me know.”

“Changes?”

“Colors, flowers, that sort of thing. Fabric,” he added as he looked at the chairs in front of the desk, currently upholstered in a severe grey tweed. “Irene was an excellent assistant but she preferred to keep things… plain.”

Plain was an understatement. There was absolutely nothing in the room other than a large empty desk with a state-of-the-art computer, those neatly arranged chairs, and plain white walls.

“That’s very nice of you. Is there a budget for any changes I wish to make?”

“Since you’re in charge of the office budget, you decide.” His eyes were glittering again. “I’ll let you know if I think you’re being too extravagant.”

There was something challenging in those eyes that made her want to look away, but she lifted her chin instead.

“I assure you that I am not extravagant.”

“Pity.” Before she could respond, he opened the door next to her desk. “This is my office. If the door is open, you may enter anytime. If it’s closed, use the intercom. If the intercom button is flashing red, don’t disturb me.”

Unlike the rich warmth of his study upstairs, his office was clean and contemporary. A glass desk was centered against the far wall beneath a bank of monitors. The furniture was all chrome and black leather, but there were several colorful modern paintings and a swirling abstract sculpture on a pedestal in front of the windows. He walked over to a long, low black wood cabinet on the wall opposite the desk and pulled out a binder.

“Here.”

As she took it from him, their hands touched and it actually felt as if an electric shock arced from his body to hers. She also dropped the binder in her haste to step back, but he caught it and pushed it into her hands again, making sure not to touch her this time.

“What’s this?” she asked, opening the binder to find page after page of notes. They’d clearly been written by hand, but the handwriting was so precise that it could have been printed.

“Irene left it for you. She said it was everything you needed to know.”

The first page contained an extensive table of contents, and she scanned the list of subjects. Most of them were fairly routine—Accounting, Phones, etc. —but then she hit one called Time of the Month. Time of the Month? She quickly closed the binder, sure that she was blushing.

“It looks very… detailed. I’m sure it will be very useful.”

“Knowing Irene, I’m sure it will be, but feel free to ask me if you have any questions. Now let’s get you logged in⁠—”

Before he could finish another man came storming into the office. Another attractive man, with coppery skin and short-cropped dark hair—and a thin trail of smoke following him. Smoke?

“I can’t believe you’re actually considering getting into bed with the damn pack.”

Derek sighed, suddenly looking weary.

“It’s just an initial conversation, Faraq, but I can’t ignore them forever.”

“Why not?” the man muttered, but then he spotted her. His annoyance seemed to vanish, replaced by an appreciative smile. He was perhaps more classically handsome than Derek, but she didn’t feel the same immediate pull to him.

“Well, hello there. Who are you?” he drawled.

A low rumble filled the room and they both turned to see Derek glaring at them.

“Mine… My assistant,” he snapped. “Don’t you start on her, Faraq.”

Faraq raised his hands and stepped back.

“Sorry, boss. No harm done. But aren’t you at least going to introduce us?”

“Ms. Taylor, this is Faraq. He’s my head of marketing. Faraq, this is Julie Taylor, my new assistant.”

There was the faintest trace of emphasis on the word my. What on earth was that all about? Of course he would be her main boss, but it wouldn’t be unusual for the rest of the executive team to occasionally request her assistance.

“Ah. So you’re the replacement for the formidable Irene. Welcome aboard.” Faraq flashed her a quick, charming smile before turning back to Derek with a sigh. “What are your plans for this ‘conversation?’”

Derek started to respond, then looked at her.

“Let me make sure Ms. Taylor can log in to our network and then we can discuss it.”

He followed her back to her desk and showed her what to do. His manner was completely professional, but that didn’t stop her skin from prickling with awareness as he stood slightly behind her and gave her instructions. As soon as he made sure she had the necessary access to the system, he nodded to Faraq and the two of them headed back towards the elevators, leaving her staring after them.

Her very first werewolf. Other than his eyes and the occasional growl, he seemed human enough. But she’d never met a human man who was so compelling—was that due to the fact that he was a werewolf? Or was it simply Derek himself? Before she could decide, the phone rang and she turned her attention to her new duties.

The rest of the day was a blur of activity, and it wasn’t until late afternoon that she finally had a chance to stop and breathe. Irene’s notes had been invaluable, covering everything from the location of the various types of printers to some rather acerbic notes on various members of the company. Time waster, she’d written after the head of PR’s name. No more than fifteen minutes once a week.

She’d also endured a rather terrifying interview with the HR manager—a wyvern with a distinctly military approach to rules—who had given her a long list of dos and don’ts. Unlike Derek, the woman had nodded approvingly at her attire.

“Most of the employees are far too lackadaisical in their dress. One of the programmers even tried to come to work in shorts. Shorts.” A small puff of smoke had escaped a scaled nostril. “I’m glad to see you are dressed appropriately.”

“Thank you. Mr. Moonstone did suggest that most employees dressed more casually.”

Another puff of smoke.

“Unfortunately. But he is the CEO so he can establish the rules.” A fact which did not appear to make his actions any more palatable. “Now I’ve sent the links to the training videos to your email. All of them must be completed within your first week. Do you understand?”

She had nodded meekly, and the interview continued.

Derek had been just as busy, with a constant stream of visitors and calls. His calendar was equally full, but he’d blocked off two hours every afternoon. When that time arrived, he shut the door to his office and set the do not disturb on the intercom. Two hours that are almost over, she thought as she looked at the neat stack of messages she had for him.

Not that she was excited at the thought of speaking to him directly again. Their interactions had been very limited since the morning. As the red light blinked off and she reached for the messages, her stomach gurgled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten all day. She’d been too busy to stop for lunch—and Derek hadn’t stopped either. She hesitated, then retrieved the bag of oat bars that Mrs. Tidiwell had given her that morning from her tote.

“Come in,” he said brusquely when she knocked, and she entered to find him frowning at his laptop.

“You have some messages, sir.” His eyes immediately focused on her and she knew she was blushing again. “Also, I know you haven’t had time to eat so I thought you might want some of these bars. My landlady made them.”

“You’re feeding me?”

His voice had dropped to that low growl again, his eyes flashing green, and she suddenly had the feeling that she might have made a terrible mistake.


Chapter Four



She doesn’t understand, Derek told his wolf. Werewolves had a… complicated relationship with food. Offering it could be an act of welcome—or one of submission. Accepting it meant acknowledging that relationship.

Ours, his wolf snarled.

She doesn’t understand, he repeated.

His wolf did not want to accept that restriction, but Derek pushed him to the back of his mind.

“It’s just a couple of oat bars,” she said hesitantly. “But if you don’t want⁠—”

“I do.” He was already reaching for the bag even though he knew it was only going to encourage his wolf. “Thank you. Please have a seat.”

She smiled at him as she obeyed, a shy but genuine smile, and his wolf growled approvingly.

“How have you enjoyed your first day?”

“I’ve enjoyed it very much, especially with Irene’s notes to guide me. I know she said she was retiring, but is she still in town? I’d like to thank her in person, if that’s possible.”

Since Irene had decided to return to pack headquarters, it was the last thing he wanted. He didn’t want his delectable little human anywhere near the pack.

“She moved away,” he said briefly, then took a bite of the oat bar.

Delicious. Even more delicious because of who had handed it to him.

“Oh.” She looked slightly disappointed, but she was also watching him as if waiting for a sign of his approval.

“These are very good.”

Another one of those shy smiles.

“Aren’t you going to have one?” he added.

Looking a little embarrassed she reached for one, then gave a small moan of appreciation as she took a bite. His shaft responded instantly at the sound, and he had to look away as she licked those pretty pink lips.

“You’re right. These are delicious. I’ll have to ask Mrs. Tidiwell for the recipe.”

“Do you enjoy baking?”

“Yes, but I didn’t have the chance to do it often because Brad didn’t like⁠—”

“Brad?”

His hackles rose at the sound of another man’s name on those pretty lips, and he knew he was growling again. She bit her lip and looked away.

“My ex-fiancé.”

So that was why she’d moved to the island. No doubt she wanted to hide away and lick her wounds. Although he was delighted she was no longer entangled with a human male, it made it even more likely that she would leave as soon as she’d recovered from the breakup. Then another thought occurred to him. He’d seen that name on her resume.

“Brad Charles? Your former boss?”

“I’m afraid so. It was a mistake,” she added quickly. “I would never do anything so foolish again.”

Which was yet another reason why there was no chance of anything happening between them. But he didn’t like the shadow that had been cast over her expression since the man’s name had been mentioned or the bitter tang her sadness added to her scent.

“What did he do to you?” he growled.

Her mouth opened, then closed as she shook her head.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s in the past.”

His wolf was pacing agitatedly at the thought that someone had hurt her, and he wanted to demand more details. Instead, he forced himself to change the subject.

“What about your family?” he asked instead.

She frowned at him.

“What about them?”

“What do they think of you moving here?”

Her expression finally cleared and she smiled at him.

“Honestly, they think it’s kind of weird, but I’m an adult.”

He snorted bitterly. He’d left his pack as soon as he turned eighteen, but they’d never stopped trying to lure him back in after his father died.

“I’ve never known adulthood to stop your… family from trying to interfere in your life.”

“Is your family close by?”

“No.” Technically his brother lived at pack headquarters, although he was still in the city after this morning’s meeting. His wolf immediately protested the half-truth, but he ignored him and firmly changed the subject.

“Tell me about your first day. Do you have any questions?”

As she gave him a brief recap of her day, he found himself relaxing to a degree he rarely experienced. He enjoyed watching the variety of expressions crossing her pretty face as she talked, her observations surprisingly acute even after such a short time. But it was more than that. Having her in his office, his territory, her delectable scent filling the room as they shared the food, satisfied something deep inside him.

I could get used to this, he thought, and was immediately appalled. No. The decision he’d made all those years ago still applied. He’d long since accepted the fact that he was destined to be alone.

“Everything seems very clear,” she concluded, looking at him expectantly.

He wanted to praise her, but instead he glanced down at his calendar. “I have a video conference in fifteen minutes, but you may leave for the day.”

She looked surprised and… disappointed?

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I will be working late, but there’s no need for you to stay.” However much he wanted her to remain.

“All right. Thank you, sir.”

Fuck. That title on her lips got to him every time. As did watching her luscious ass move beneath that snug little skirt as she left the room. His wolf wanted to follow her, to bring her back to his den, but he clenched his fists on the arms of his chair and refused to move as he listened to her gathering her things and leave. He knew she stopped to speak to Betty, but their conversation was too muffled for even his enhanced hearing to pick up.

Even after he heard the distant ping of the elevator door he was still fighting the urge to go after her. This is ridiculous, he told himself. It’s only a physical reaction to her pheromones. No doubt he would quickly grow accustomed to her scent and his attraction would fade away. A blinking light on his monitor indicated that the video conference was about to begin and he turned to it gratefully, determined to put her out of his mind.

By the end of that week, Derek knew that any hope that his attraction to Julie would diminish was futile. Instead, it had grown to the point that he was walking around with at least a partial erection most of the time. He found himself walking out to her office instead of using the intercom, just so he could breathe in her scent.

She’d already begun to transform the room, adding two small Ficus trees next to the windows, as well as several other plants. She kept a small bouquet of flowers on her desk and insisted on placing one on his desk as well. The chairs hadn’t changed, but she’d added colorful cushions and she’d hung several small watercolors on the wall behind her desk.

His wolf approved of the changes, especially the plants, and it had occurred to him that many other species had an affinity for nature. He’d asked her to arrange for more plants to be distributed throughout the building and she’d arranged it as quickly and efficiently as she’d accomplished every other task he’d assigned her. Would she be as quick to respond to a more personal request, he wondered as he prowled to the door of his office.

“It’s time for our meeting, Ms. Taylor.”

He’d continued the practice of meeting with her every afternoon. While it was an effective way to go over his schedule and any upcoming tasks, he knew the real reason for the daily meetings was simply because he enjoyed having her in his office as they shared the food she inevitably brought. She picked up a tin of something now as she rose to join him.

Ignoring his suggestion that she dress more casually, she’d continued to wear what she clearly considered professional and what he considered provocative outfits. Today she was wearing a tailored sheath dress in a subdued navy tweed. It should have looked modest. It didn’t. It clung lovingly to her lush curves, and the flash of pale curvy leg revealed by the discreet slit had been driving him crazy all day.

“I’m ready, Mr. Moonstone.”

“I’ve told you. Call me Derek or sir,” he growled.

He hated hearing his family name, his pack name, on her lips, especially after a week of frustrating meetings with his brother.

“Yes, sir.”

She dropped her gaze as she passed him, but not before he saw the amusement in her eyes. The little minx was teasing him. The knowledge sent a bolt of lust through him as he considered several appropriate—or more accurately, inappropriate—ways to respond, but he kept his expression stern as they sat.

He’d long since abandoned his desk chair in favor of sitting across from her. If she’d noticed that he’d brought the chairs a few inches closer each day, she hadn’t commented. Now their knees were almost touching, but it still wasn’t enough. If only he could think of some legitimate reason to pull her onto his lap…

He was so lost in that pleasant thought that it took him a moment to realize she was offering him the tin of cookies. Today’s offerings were small balls coated with powdered sugar that melted on his tongue when he took a bite.

“Please give Mrs. Tidiwell my compliments. These are delicious.”

“Actually, I made them.”

She blushed as she took her own cookie and almost dropped it. Although she caught it, it left a spray of white across the dark fabric of her dress, just beneath her collar bone. How easy it would be to reach over and wipe it away, to feel the warmth of her skin beneath the fabric.

“Oh, dear.” She gave him a rueful smile. “Grace is definitely not my middle name. I’d better get this cleaned up.”

“Let me.”

Before he could think better of it, he leaned forward and ran his thumb over the white streak. The fabric was surprisingly soft beneath his fingers, and he couldn’t resist stroking his thumb back and forth. Her eyes widened and she stopped breathing, but the scent of her arousal filled his head.

“I think it’s gone now, sir,” she whispered.

Some remnant of control finally exerted itself and he reluctantly removed his hand.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken such liberties.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” she agreed, her voice breathy, then quickly rose to her feet. “I think that’s it for today.”

“Yes.”

He followed her to the door of his office, not bothering to hide his desire, and his wolf growled approvingly when her scent grew even stronger.

“Have a good evening, sir.”

“You as well.”

She hurried into her office and grabbed her bag, then gave him a quick nervous smile before she left. He heard her stop to speak to Betty, but waited until she left the floor before heading back to his desk. What the hell had possessed him? He knew better. He couldn’t let it happen again, no matter how tempted he was.


Chapter Five



Julie took a sip of her fruity green cocktail and smiled across the table at Betty. The two of them were having an afterwork drink on the patio of a café down by the harbor. The sun was just about to set and a group of sailboats with colorful sails flew across the water, driven by the pleasant breeze that fluttered the awnings of the café. Her new friend was drinking a sparkling crystalline cocktail called Morning Dew and she hummed appreciatively.

“The perfect way to end the week. How’s it been? This is the first time we’ve really had a chance to talk outside of work and all those listening ears.”

Julie had quickly discovered that many species had far keener senses than most humans. She considered the question, then shrugged a little helplessly.

“It’s been… interesting.”

“That bad?”

Betty laughed, then absently extended her hand over the planter next to their table. A drooping geranium perked up and several more blooms appeared, and Julie gave an envious sigh. She’d learned that Betty was a dryad which meant she had remarkable skills with any type of greenery, whereas Julie had to worry about the right amounts of light and water and fertilizer for her expanding collection of plants.

“No, not bad. Just…”

Betty raised an inquisitive green brow.

“Just what?”

“Different. Everything’s different.”

“Surely you knew it would be when you moved here? Most of us are different,” Betty added dryly.

Julie looked past her to the harbor as two seals emerged from the water, shook themselves, and turned into men. Naked men. She blushed and quickly looked away, even though she’d realized over the past week that a lot of the inhabitants of the island had a somewhat more relaxed attitude towards nudity than most humans.

“That’s not what I meant. I’m actually more surprised that everyone seems much more… normal than I expected. Mostly,” she added as the two men strolled by—still naked—with their seal skins rolled up under their arms.

Betty gave her a curious look.

“If it’s not the inhabitants, what is different?”

Not what was different, but who was different. Derek. Her mysterious, dominating, and ridiculously hot boss. Her cheeks heated again as she remembered the way he’d brushed away the sugar earlier.

“Maybe it’s just because I was used to working for my ex-fiancé. He was very… critical about everything.”

“Everything?”

“Pretty much. Everything from the way I did my job to the way I dressed.” She sighed. “But he always acted as if he were just trying to help me.”

Betty snorted.

“I bet he just wanted to be in control. Men like that are always controlling bastards. I should know, I dated a couple. But now?”

“Derek—Mr. Moonstone—isn’t like that. He’s demanding, but he just seems to assume that I’ll do a good job. Like I said, different.”

“But it’s a good different?”

“Oh, yes.” She took another sip of her drink, and did her best to sound casual. “I don’t actually know much about him. I looked up the company online before I accepted the job, but it didn’t even have his picture. He owns a social media company and doesn’t have any social media accounts except the generic ones I handle for him.”

“I’m not sure that anyone knows much about him.” Betty leaned closer, lowering her voice. “His father was Gerald Moonstone, Alpha of the biggest pack on the island. Derek was supposed to be his heir. Instead, he left the pack and the island as soon as he turned eighteen.”

“Why?”

“I’ve never heard anyone give a reason. Maybe the pack knows, but they don’t talk to outsiders. I do know everyone is wondering why he’s been meeting with his brother.” A dreamy smile crossed Betty’s face. “You probably haven’t seen him because they’ve been meeting down on the tenth floor, but I was in the lobby when he came in one day and he is gorgeous.”

“More gorgeous than Derek?” she asked, then winced.

“Don’t you mean Mr. Moonstone?” Her friend gave her a teasing look, then shook her head. “I always thought he was a little scary to be honest.”

Scary? Commanding maybe, even overwhelming, but the way her pulse sped up when he was around was definitely not from fear.

“But you’re right—he’s a good boss,” Betty added quickly. “And even though he made a lot of money off-island, he still came back here to build the company headquarters. He didn’t have to do that, especially since he can pass for human.”

Julie winced again. She knew that a lot of humans were less than friendly towards the occupants of the island, especially the species that were clearly not human.

“Have you ever left?”

Despite her green hair, Betty could pass as human, at least at first glance. A closer look would reveal the subtle texture to her brown skin and the flecks of gold in her green eyes, but most people weren’t that observant.

“I went to university on the mainland—which was when I had some of those unfortunate dates—but I always came home in the summers and I moved back here as soon as I graduated. This is home.”

She found herself envying her friend. The small town where she’d grown up had always seemed too small, but New York had never felt like home either.

“It must be nice to have that sense of belonging.”

“Trees don’t like being uprooted.” Betty grinned at her and raised her glass. “Now drink up. We’re supposed to be relaxing, not thinking about the past.”

She smiled back and the conversation turned to lighter topics. After another drink, Betty had to leave to get ready for her date later that evening.

“Not that I’m expecting much,” her friend said gloomily. “My mother of all people was the one who set it up. She’s determined to marry me off.”

“Maybe you should give her Faraq’s number,” she teased. It hadn’t taken her long to realize that Betty had a huge crush on the head of the marketing department.

“I wonder if that would work. My mother is very hard to refuse.”

She laughed, then saw her friend into her cab before walking up the hill to her apartment. Dusk had fallen and lights had come on all along the street—the normal glow of electric lights intermingled with others that sparkled or glowed in a decidedly different way. They gave a magical air to the street and she was smiling as she let herself into the brownstone.

Mrs. Tidiwell heard her come in and popped her head out of her door with a cheerful smile.

“Hello, dear. Would you like some supper?”

She suspected her landlady was lonely. She always seemed to know when Julie was coming or going and would come out to speak to her. Not that she minded—it made the brownstone feel so much friendlier than her New York apartment building. They’d also had several meals together over the past week, but while she’d enjoyed spending time with the older woman, the long week was finally catching up with her.

“Would you mind if I passed? I’m feeling kind of tired tonight.”

“Of course not. Just wait one minute.” Mrs. Tidiwell disappeared, returning a minute later with a basket she thrust into Julie’s hands. “Spaghetti and meatballs with garlic bread. Plus some tiramisu,” she added with a twinkle.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she protested.

“I know I didn’t, but I enjoy cooking for someone who appreciates my food.”

“Maybe I could stay for a little while⁠—”

“Don’t be silly,” Mrs. Tidiwell said briskly. “I can tell you’re dead on your feet. Go take a nice hot bath and have an early night.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I am. Now scoot.”

She laughed and obeyed. Although she couldn’t resist a few spoonfuls of the tiramisu, she really did feel too tired to eat and put everything else in the refrigerator. The hot bath tempted her but she was afraid she’d fall asleep in the tub. She settled for a hot shower instead of a bath before finally collapsing into bed.

Not surprisingly, she fell asleep almost immediately, but her dreams were haunted by images of Derek. He chased her, sometimes as a wolf and sometimes as a man, and even though she ran from him it wasn’t because she was afraid. When he finally caught her, he leaned over to remove a trail of sugar as he had earlier, but this time he used his tongue and the sugar was scattered all over her naked body.

Her body was still humming with arousal when she woke, but she felt surprisingly well rested. Just as well given her plans for the day.

After breakfast with Mrs. Tidiwell, she packed up her painting supplies and headed back to the office. The security guard, a Gorgon with her head carefully wrapped in a turban, looked up when she let herself into the building, then shook her head.

“Morning, Julie. What are you doing here on such a nice day?”

She grinned at her. “Just working on a little project, Sandra. Are you going to be here all day?”

“My shift ends at two, so at least I’ll have time to enjoy the afternoon. I think we might head up to Whitehead Lake if you’d like to come with us?”

Although she was tempted, she really did want to get the painting done today.

“Maybe next time. This is probably going to take me most of the day.”

“All right, but let me know if you’d like to go another time. It’s beautiful up there.”

“Thanks. I would like to see more of the island once I get settled in.”

“Anytime.”

She waved and headed off to the elevator. Although she knew that there were people in the server rooms and the call centers on the lower floors, the fifteenth floor was almost eerily quiet without anyone else present. After connecting her phone to the computer and pulling up an eighties playlist, she carefully spread a tarp beneath the first wall and set to work. She’d already arranged for the cleaning crew to leave a stepladder and she was perched on top of it when a low growl came from behind her.

“What the hell are you doing?”


Chapter Six



Derek was not in the best of moods. For one thing, his brother was refusing to cooperate unless Derek returned to pack territory for a visit. He was equally adamant that he didn’t want to return, especially since his brother kept making not-so-veiled references to the advantages of a mate. Damned if he was going to let some she-wolf try and tie him back to the pack after all these years.

I should just give up on the whole idea, he thought irritably. Except he really did want to help bring the pack into the twenty-first century—and provide an outlet for any young wolf who felt as trapped as he had.

The other source of his frustration was his assistant. His mind kept replaying the incident in his office, only this time he hauled her onto his lap and slid his hand under the tempting slit in that provocative dress while he licked the sugar away. That image had accompanied him into the shower, but although it had contributed to a swift climax, it had also left him feeling more dissatisfied than ever.

He’d hoped that work would distract him, only to walk in on his female perched precariously on a stepladder, her arm outstretched, and her paint splattered shorts creeping up to reveal the bottom curves of her delectable ass. His fangs literally ached with the urge to sink into that enticing flesh.

“What the hell are you doing?” he growled, but at the sound of his voice she jumped, then lost her balance and started to fall.

He crossed the room in two long strides, catching her up in his arms before she hit the ground. Fuck, she felt good there, all those lush curves pressed against his body and her intoxicating scent filling his head. His cock immediately surged into full, aching hardness.

She gasped, clutching at his shirt.

“You caught me.”

“I wouldn’t have needed to catch you if you hadn’t been in such an unsafe position.”

That firm little chin came up.

“I wouldn’t have fallen if you hadn’t startled me.”

“If you’d been in a safer position, you wouldn’t have fallen if I startled you. Would you?”

Long lashes fluttered down to cover her eyes, but she finally shrugged. The gesture made her breasts move enticingly beneath the threadbare old T-shirt she was wearing, and his cock jerked.

“Maybe not,” she admitted, eyes still downcast.

“Look at me, Ms. Taylor.”

Those big brown eyes immediately flashed up to his and his heart slammed into his chest. I should put her down. Instead, he brought her closer, rubbing his nose along her neck to breathe in more of her intoxicating sweetness.

“W-what are you doing?”

“Taking in your scent.” He raised his head and looked down at her. “You are aroused by being in my arms.”

“What?”

She blushed and immediately tried to wriggle free, but he held her easily in place, enjoying the feel of her body moving against his.

“You’re aroused,” he growled. “Admit it.”

“I’m not.”

He lowered his head until his lips were almost touching hers, and she shivered against him.

“Tell me why you’re aroused, Ms. Taylor.”

“I’m not,” she whispered.

“Liar.”

He kissed her, his lips covering hers, his tongue sweeping into her mouth. She froze, and he was about to raise his head when she suddenly started kissing him back. Her tongue met his and her arms went around his neck, her fingers twisting in his hair. A low groan escaped him as he tightened his grip, demanding more, and she responded eagerly. She tasted as sweet and delicious as her scent, and he wanted more, wanted to taste every inch of her⁠—

The phone on her desk rang, shrill and demanding, and he raised his head. It rang again and she bit her lip.

“I should probably get that.”

“Let it go to voicemail.”

The ringing stopped but the interruption had knocked some sense into his head. He reluctantly placed her back on her feet, and tried to ignore his wolf’s disgruntlement. She looked equally uncertain, but the stiff peaks of her nipples were still thrusting against the thin shirt.

“What are you doing here on a Saturday anyway?”

“Painting.”

“I did notice that,” he said dryly. “But why? We have maintenance staff to handle this type of job.”

“I like doing it myself. And I wanted to see how the color looked. It wouldn’t be fair to have someone else paint and then have to repaint it if I changed my mind.”

“Since painting is part of their job, it really doesn’t matter how many times they have to do it.”

She didn’t argue, but by the set of her mouth she clearly didn’t agree. He frowned at the wall, finally paying attention to the color.

“Of course I can see why you think they might hesitate. Pink, Ms. Taylor?”

“It’s only a very pale pink. And you said I could choose any color I wanted.”

“And you chose pink. Why?”

“Because it’s pretty and soft and calming.”

Like her. He sighed.

“Very well. Do you have another roller?”

“Why?”

“So I can help you finish the job. And make sure you don’t take any other foolish risks with your safety,” he added.

Her pleased expression at his offer of assistance disappeared into a frown.

“I wasn’t being foolish.”

“No? Well, unless you want to end up in my arms again, I suggest you try moving the stepladder rather than reaching too far.”

She blushed, but he saw her eyes sweep down over his body before she dipped her head in acknowledgment.

“Yes, sir.”

Fuck. This little human was going to be the death of him.

In the end, he cut in the edges and let her use the roller—from the safety of the floor. Despite the lingering ache of his arousal, the morning passed more pleasantly than he’d anticipated. They worked as well together on the painting as they had during the week.

When they were finished, she looked around with a satisfied smile.

“I can’t be sure until it’s done drying, but I don’t even think it will need another coat. What do you think?”

“I think it looks better than I expected,” he admitted.

It was just the barest hint of color, but she was right, it did add a soft warmth to the room. She rolled her eyes at him.

“You don’t have to sound so surprised. Now I’d better get these brushes cleaned up before the paint dries.”

“Bring them upstairs.”

The offer popped out before he had a chance to consider it, but his wolf growled approvingly. It probably wasn’t appropriate, but then again it was far less inappropriate than kissing her.

“I’ll make lunch for us,” he added, which delighted his wolf even more.

Even if she accepts, she won’t understand the significance, he reminded his wolf, but he knew his wolf wasn’t listening.

She regarded him for a moment, an unreadable look on her face, then nodded.

“All right. Thank you.”

As soon as they entered the elevator he realized he’d made a mistake. She was still flushed and glowing from painting and her already delectable scent was even richer and more enticing, especially in the close confines of the elevator. He found himself ignoring the unspoken etiquette of elevators and stepping closer to her, so she was trapped between his body and the wall. Her breathing sped up and her nipples peaked again.

Fortunately, the elevator came to a stop and the doors opened before he did anything foolish like kiss her again. He stepped back and gestured for her to precede him into the foyer, resisting the urge to growl at the sight of the paint-splattered shorts stretched tight across her delectable ass. The casual attire was just as enticing as her tailored work clothes. He was beginning to think he would find her just as desirable if she were dressed in an old sack. Of course, it would be even better if she were wearing nothing at all.

He made a not entirely successful attempt to push that delightful image out of his mind, and showed her where to clean the brushes while he went out on the terrace to light the grill. He was chopping vegetables when she rejoined him, hovering nervously at the entrance to the kitchen. That hint of anxiety added a delicious spice to her scent, but he put down his knife and turned to look at her.

“I want to make sure you understand something. It is my nature to be dominant and… controlling, but you always have the power to say no. And saying no will not affect your job in any way. Is that clear?”

She gave him that same unreadable look, then nodded.

“I understand.” After a slight pause, she added, “Were you like this with Irene as well?”

He barked a laugh as she smiled.

“No, my little human, I most definitely was not. Now how do you like your steak?”

“Rare, please. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Why don’t we eat outside? There are dishes in that cabinet if you’d like to set the table on the terrace.”

While he finished up his preparations, she arranged the table and then wandered over to the glass railing along the edge of the roof. He was so busy watching her as she explored that he almost committed the cardinal sin of overcooking the steaks. Even his wolf was more interested in her than the food.

He forced himself to pay attention, and a short time later they were both seated with steaks, grilled vegetables, and a glass of wine. He raised his glass.

“To a very successful first week.”

She grinned at him.

“And a very successful paint job.”

“I’m glad you’re happy with the results. It’s important to claim your space.”

“Good, because I’m not finished yet. New upholstery next, I think. Maybe something floral?” She gave him a teasing smile, then took a bite of steak. “Oh my God, this is so good.”

Fuck, he liked that little moan of appreciation, liked watching her eat, liked knowing she was enjoying the food he provided. A weaker member of the pack offered food as an act of submission. An alpha provided food to those he claimed. And however much he had rejected the position, he was an alpha to his very core.

His wolf growled happily as they watched her eat. She looked up and blushed when she saw him watching her.

“Aren’t you going to eat?”

“Of course.” He took a few bites, then gestured at their surroundings. “What do you think of my terrace?”

“I think it’s marvelous. You have an amazing view, but it’s surprisingly peaceful up here. What’s behind the fence?”

He followed her gaze to the tall wooden fence that lined the back of the terrace behind a row of bamboo. He considered redirecting the question, then gave a mental shrug. There was no point in trying to hide who he was.

Who we are.

“The other half of the roof is a garden of sorts. It gives my wolf a place to run.”

She gave him a fascinated look, but he couldn’t detect any sign of fear.

“This is the civilized side. More or less.”

She licked her lips, and he suspected she was remembering that very uncivilized kiss. Good. She should know who she was dealing with. He gave her a moment to see if she would ask any more questions, but when she remained silent, he changed the subject.

“Since you’ve spent today working, what are you planning to do to relax tomorrow? I assume you do relax occasionally?”

“Of course I do,” she laughed. “Most nights I’m quite content with a hot bath and a good book.”

Yet another image to add to his rapidly growing collection of fantasies. He had a large tub, and he would be happy to wash her back, and her front, and every other part of her. The thought distracted him so much that he almost missed her next sentence.

“But tomorrow I thought I might rent a car and drive up into the mountains. They look beautiful from here.”

The range that bisected the island made an imposing backdrop to the city, clearly visible from his roof. Although he’d never consciously admitted it, he suspected it was one of the reasons he’d located his residence up here.

“They are beautiful,” he agreed. “But a lot of the roads are quite steep so you need to make sure that the rental has good brakes.”

Or perhaps he should take her…

“You’re familiar with that area?”

“I grew up there. The pack lands are in the mountains. As a matter of fact, my brother has been pressuring me to come back for a visit.”

A sudden lightning bolt of inspiration struck him. He could ward off his brother’s plans and also spend more time with his little female.

“You should come with me next weekend.”


Chapter Seven



Julie stared at Derek, her heart pounding. He was asking her to go away with him? Although she was incredibly attracted to him, and he seemed just as fascinated with her, it probably wasn’t a good idea. Despite his assurances, she knew from bitter experience how complicated it could get to be involved with her boss. Which didn’t stop me from accepting his invitation to lunch, she thought wryly.

“As my fake… girlfriend,” he added, and her excitement turned to disappointment.

“Fake girlfriend? Why do you need a fake girlfriend?”

“Because my brother is trying to get me… involved with someone in the pack. He wants that additional tie between us. I don’t. Hopefully this will put him off the scent.”

“You don’t have a real girlfriend?”

She couldn’t help asking, but he immediately scowled at her.

“You know I don’t. If I were involved in a relationship, I would not have kissed you.”

“That doesn’t necessarily stop all men.”

“It would stop me,” he growled, and she found she believed him.

“Why don’t you have one?” she asked. “You’re smart, successful, not bad-looking. I’m sure a lot of women are interested in you.”

A shadow passed over his face.

“It is not a path I intend to take. All I want is a… temporary arrangement with someone who understands that it is not real. You don’t have to decide right now,” he added. “And you’re by no means required to accept. I can continue to refuse my brother’s request.”

“But it will make the negotiations between you more difficult?”

He shrugged.

“Perhaps. But I can handle him.”

They finished the rest of the meal in silence as she thought about it. On one hand, she would like to see more of the island and the idea of doing it in Derek’s company definitely appealed to her. On the other hand, he’d just made it very clear that there was no future between them and she suspected that it would be far too easy to forget that while pretending to be close to him.

“What deal are you trying to negotiate with your brother?” she finally asked as they pushed their plates aside and he refilled their glasses.

He sighed, twirling the stem of the wine glass between long dexterous fingers.

“It has several components. I have suggested that the pack purchase a ten percent interest in the company. I don’t need the capital, but it would be a good investment for them, and hopefully help to drag them into the twenty-first century. The pack is very… traditional.” The shadow crossed his face again. “I also want to set up a training program and internships for anyone who is interested—which is the real sticking point. He dislikes the idea of young wolves being lured away from the pack by the evil pleasures of the city.”

“Is that what you think will happen?”

“It’s possible that some may decide they prefer it here, but I think many of them will decide to return. The two are not mutually exclusive—it is entirely possible to work remotely and I’m willing to invest in the infrastructure to support that possibility.”

“This really matters to you, doesn’t it?”

His eyes flashed up to meet hers.

“Yes. No one should be forced into following the same path as their father and their grandfather and all of their ancestors. They should have a choice—one that doesn’t involve leaving everything they know behind.”

Was that what had happened to him? Before she could gather the courage to ask, he rose and started collecting the dishes.

“Would you like to see my garden?”

The sensible thing to do would be to make a polite excuse and go home to sort through her confused feelings. Instead, she found herself nodding.

“Good. Just give me a minute to clean up.”

The request didn’t surprise her—he was almost compulsively neat.

“Let me help.”

She carried the few leftovers inside and put them away while he cleaned the grill and loaded the dishwasher. Then he led her back across the living room and past his study to the terrace on the other side of his penthouse. This terrace was larger, but like the other one it contained very little furniture. There was something very solitary about his home. The long swimming pool she’d glimpsed through the study windows formed the center of the terrace, blue water sparkling in the sunlight.

“How nice to have your own pool.”

“It’s a convenient way to work off some energy. I often take a swim before bed.”

Her cheeks heated as she immediately thought of some other ways he could work off energy before bed. Perhaps he guessed because his voice dropped to a low growl.

“Would you care to take a dip, little human?”

“I… I don’t have a swimsuit,” she blurted out, and his eyes glittered.

“Neither do I.”

Oh, Lord. The thought of a wet, naked Derek was far too arousing. She didn’t need to look down to know that her traitorous nipples had stiffened. He bent towards her, not to kiss her but to run his nose along her neck again. Could he really detect her arousal that way? There was the faintest scrape of teeth against her neck before he suddenly straightened and stepped back.

“Garden,” he said as if he were reminding himself. “Although…”

“Would you rather not show it to me?”

“I very much want to show it to you, only…”

“Only what?”

“Don’t run,” he said slowly, and a shiver ran down her spine.

“Why would I run?”

“There is no reason why you should. I’m just warning you because my wolf will be very close to the surface in there. If he thinks you’re trying to… escape, he will chase you.”

Her heart was pounding again, but it was not entirely fear—in fact not even mostly fear, and he groaned.

“Do you have any idea what you’re doing to me?”

“No, sir.”

The words came out almost automatically, but she knew how much he liked them. This time the sound he made was more of a growl than a groan.

“Perhaps this is a bad idea.”

“I’m sure it will be fine. I really would love to see the garden, and I promise I’ll stay right by your side.”

Another wooden fence ran along the back of this terrace, and after a moment’s hesitation he guided her to a door in the middle of it. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but it wasn’t a tangled mass of greenery that could have come from some primeval forest. A path led away from the door and disappeared almost immediately behind some bushes. Flowering vines dripped from the tree branches overhead while wildflowers bloomed in casual clumps beneath the trees.

“This is beautiful.”

“Thank you. I worked with several different designers to get it right. Betty’s aunt was one of the primary ones.”

As they stepped onto the path, the sounds of the city fell away, and the air became fresher and cooler, smelling of moss and leaves. The trees overhead had grown together, creating a leafy canopy, and although she could hear an occasional rustle in the undergrowth or a small furtive sound, the birds and other wildlife were hidden.

“How big is this?”

“A quarter of an acre.”

She stopped walking and stared at him.

“Really?”

He shrugged. “Like I said, it takes up slightly more than half of the roof. What do you think?”

“I think it’s amazing,” she said honestly. “Is it all wooded?”

“No, there are several small clearings, plus a larger open area to the east. With a pond,” he added, his eyes glittering. “For another place to swim.”

She couldn’t resist. “Also unclothed?”

“Does it look like a swimsuit belongs here?”

No. It looked amazingly wild and primal for a created environment. When she silently shook her head, he laughed and took her hand and they meandered down the path as she tried to take in everything that surrounded them. The path branched off several times but he led her directly to the open area he’d mentioned—a meadow sprinkled with wildflowers with a small natural-looking pond nestled at one end. The sun beating down overhead gave the scene an almost dreamlike quality.

She stood staring, lost in admiration until he spoke. his voice sounded deeper, rougher, and when she looked up at him his eyes glowed green.

“He—we—like having you here.”

He tugged on her hand, urging her to come closer, and when she hesitated he growled. She wasn’t running from him, but did resisting have the same effect? She pulled back, very lightly, and the growl deepened.

“Are you challenging me, little human?”

When he spoke, she saw the white gleam of his extended canines and she quickly shook her head.

“No, sir.”

He yanked her into his arms and kissed her. As soon as their lips touched, she was lost. All the desire she’d been holding back since their earlier kiss rushed to the surface, and her arms went around his neck. His mouth claimed hers, his tongue invading, then retreating, demanding a response from her.

When she moaned and kissed him back, he lifted her up and she automatically wrapped her legs around his waist. She could feel the hard ridge of his erection through his pants, pressing against the thin fabric of her shorts and the even thinner silk of her panties, and she instinctively rocked against him. He growled, the sound vibrating against her lips and through her body.

The next thing she knew, he’d lowered her to the ground, never breaking the kiss, and stretched himself over her, pinning her to the earth with his heavy body. He was so much larger than her that she felt utterly surrounded, his weight pressing her down into the soft grass. She should have been scared, but she wasn’t. Instead, her entire body seemed to throb, and she couldn’t stop squirming beneath him.

He finally raised his head, his eyes still glowing that brilliant green.

“Your scent is driving me insane. Here.”

He dropped his head to her neck again, and this time she realized he was dragging his fangs along the sensitive curve.

“But even more here.”

He clasped her ass in those big hands then buried his face between her legs. He inhaled deeply and she felt his tongue, longer and rougher than she’d expected, sweep across the now soaked seam of her shorts.

“I want to taste you.”

His voice was so guttural it was almost unrecognizable, but his eyes were focused on her face, waiting. Her earlier doubts and worries hovered at the edge of her mind, but right now in this hidden paradise beneath the open sky, there was nothing she wanted more.

“Yes,” she whispered.

There was the distant sound of cloth ripping, but then that long tongue swiped through her drenched folds and nothing else mattered. He licked again, and again, a deep groan emerging from his chest.

“So fucking good.”

He dragged his tongue up through her folds and circled her clit. Her hips jerked and she dug her fingers into his hair to urge him on.

“More.”

He growled, his fangs scraping delicately against her labia.

“You’re not in charge here, little human.”

His hands clamped down on her hips so she couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but feel, and her arousal shot even higher. He made a dark, satisfied sound, and then he was licking and sucking and nibbling. Every touch sent her pleasure higher and higher, until she was almost sobbing with need.

“Now,” he rumbled against her skin, the vibration adding a new sensation to her already overwhelmed nerves.

Then he closed his mouth around her clit and sucked, hard, and she exploded. Pleasure burst through her, spreading throughout her entire body, her vision blacking out as her head fell back against the grass. She was still floating on a sea of pleasure when he surged back up over her, his lips covering hers in a hard possessive kiss. The taste of her arousal mingled with his taste and it was the most erotic thing she’d ever experienced.

He was growling again, but his lips slowly gentled against hers until he finally raised his head.

She expected a look of smug satisfaction, but instead he looked almost tortured.

“What’s wrong?”

“This was a mistake.”

She winced, but despite his words, his eyes were just as hungry and the unmistakable ridge of his erection pressed against her stomach. A big hand swept slowly from hip to thigh and back in long soothing strokes.

“I said yes,” she said softly.

“I know.” He closed his eyes for a moment, his tongue sweeping across his lips as if seeking any last trace of her. “But I… underestimated my level of control. I’m sorry.”


Chapter Eight



Derek waited for Julie to respond to his apology. He couldn’t read her expression, and the lingering remnants of her arousal were still too strong for him to pick up any clues from her scent. All it did was send another wave of need to his aching cock.

Claim her, his wolf growled, but he’d regained enough control to resist. His wolf had been so close to the surface when she climaxed that he almost sank his fangs into her, claiming her as his mate forever.

At least that was the way it was supposed to work, on his side anyway. He was no longer sure he believed in a true mate bond. Humans do not even pretend to experience that kind of bond, he reminded himself. A one-sided mating was a far worse fate than not having a mate, as he knew only too well.

“I’m not sure why you’re apologizing,” she said finally. She shrugged, which made her body move deliciously beneath him. “I gave you my consent, rather enthusiastically as I recall. Do you regret it?”

Even if his wolf would have permitted it, he couldn’t bring himself to lie.

“Never.”

She shrugged again.

“Then we move on.”

“Which would be a lot easier to do if you stopped moving like that,” he growled.

Her mouth dropped open, and then she started to laugh—which caused her body to vibrate against his tormented cock—but he couldn’t resist smiling down at her before he reluctantly forced himself to his feet, then reached down to help her up.

“I’m feeling a distinct draft,” she murmured, and he followed her gaze down to what was left of her shorts.

He’d ripped out the crotch in his hurry to get to her, barely managing to avoid scratching her delicate skin, and what remained was more like a belt than a garment. It framed her still damp curls enticingly and he found himself digging his claws into his palms again before he repeated the whole damn thing. He would have been delighted to spend the rest of the afternoon feasting on her delicious little cunt, but it would undoubtedly end with him claiming her or fucking her or probably both.

“I should have something you can wear.”

“All right.” She looked past him to the pond. “Since we’ve come this far and I’m rather… sticky, I’m going to take a quick dip to wash off.”

Before he could object, she let the ruined garments slip to the ground, then strolled off towards the pond, the gentle sway of her delectable ass like a siren song.

Mate. Claim.

He ignored his wolf’s incessant demands, even though his skin began to prickle with the threat of an upcoming change. He forced himself back under control and followed her to the edge of the water as she walked in until she was waist deep, then dipped down under the water. She hadn’t removed her T-shirt, but it made little difference. When she stood up again, the water had turned the thin cloth transparent, the outline of her equally thin bra and the stiff peaks of her nipples clearly visible.

“This is wonderful. Are you sure you don’t want to join me? No clothes required,” she added with a teasing smile.

Why did he suddenly feel as if he’d lost control of the situation?

“Come here,” he ordered, putting a little of his alpha command in his voice.

To his delight, she didn’t hesitate to obey him, but her compliance did nothing to quell his arousal.

“You are a very provocative little human,” he informed her when she reached his side.

She peeped up at him from under her lashes, half shy, half teasing, and he could no more stop himself from kissing her than he could stop breathing. He did manage to keep the kiss brief and gentle, despite her eager response. Then he stepped back long enough to pull off his own shirt and drop it over her head. She raised her arms obediently so he could pull the sleeves down over them.

The shirt reached almost to her knees, but the fact that she was covered made very little difference to his aching cock. If anything, the sight of her in his clothing only increased his arousal. He sighed and tucked her under his arm as they headed back to his house, and she settled against him quite happily. She fit next to him as if she were made to be there.

Fuck. He was going to have to spend a very long time in the shower tonight if he was to have any chance of sleeping, although he already knew his hand would be a very poor substitute for what he really wanted.

When they arrived back at the house, he guided her into his bedroom. He’d been so focused on getting her dressed again that he hadn’t considered what it would be like to have her in his bedroom, to have her scent lingering long after she left. He forced himself to release her and open the doors to his closet.

“That’s a very large bed for one person,” she said softly, and he turned around to find her staring at his bed.

It was, and she would look even smaller perched in the middle of it waiting for him, her pale skin glowing against the dark sheets.

“I’m not small.”

Her gaze flicked briefly but unmistakably to his cock, before a slow, provocative smile curved her mouth.

“Definitely not.”

He groaned and returned to his closet, pulling out another shirt and a pair of loose athletic shorts. He handed them to her, then put his hands on her shoulders and pointed her towards his bathroom.

“Get out of those wet things, shower if you want, then get dressed and meet me in my study. I’ll drive you home.”

“It’s only six blocks.”

A fact he already knew. He might have driven by there once or twice just to check on her.

“You’re not walking six blocks in clothes that don’t fit. I am driving you.”

She dropped her gaze.

“Yes, sir.”

“Shower, dress, now.”

He sent her on her way with a quick smack to her butt—and the sweetness of her arousal once more perfumed the air. If this kept up, he was going to have permanent wounds in the palms of his hands.

As soon as the door closed behind her, he went to his study, but it didn’t seem as much of a sanctuary as it usually did. He tried pulling up the daily reports for his company but even that didn’t hold his interest. All he could think of was Julie, wet and naked in his shower, her soapy hands moving all over that luscious body. If he went to join her, would she give him that shy, welcoming smile? Would she let him take over and make sure every inch of her was completely, thoroughly clean?

He was so lost in his fantasy that she had to clear her throat before he realized she was standing at the door to the study, looking ridiculously adorable in his oversized clothing. But something had changed. She’d lost the happy, confident air that had filled her after her climax in the meadow. Instead, she was clasping her hands nervously and avoiding his gaze.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded.

“Nothing. Sir.”

“Ms. Taylor, I believe I’ve already told you that I can detect a lie. Now what’s wrong?”

“N-nothing’s wrong.” She swallowed, still not meeting his eyes. “I just… I just wanted to say thank you for today.”

He stared at her. “Thank you for what?”

“For everything. The painting. Lunch. Showing me your garden. The… the…”

“Climax?” he supplied dryly.

Her face went a bright shade of red.

“Y-yes. That too.”

“Believe me, it was my pleasure.” One he was already anxious to repeat.

“Mine too,” she admitted, her hands still twisting nervously.

“And yet you’re obviously upset about something.”

“It’s just… What you said before—about wanting a fake girlfriend—is that what this was about? Is that still what you want from me?”

No. He wanted much, much more. He wanted everything.

Mate, his wolf agreed. But that was one thing he could not have.

He rose and moved around his desk. Her eyes finally came up to meet his, wide and anxious.

“Come here.”

This time he didn’t wait for her to obey. He simply caught her hands and pulled her close, until their bodies were pressed together, her softness against his hardness, and he could lean down to kiss her. She hesitated a moment before responding, then opened to him, warm and sweet and perfect.

When he finally raised his head, it took a moment for her eyes to flutter open, now dazed rather than anxious.

“I don’t believe fake is the right word. The… connection between us is quite real.” She started to speak, but he put a gentle finger over her lips and continued. “Not fake, but not permanent either. I meant what I said about that being a path I cannot take.”

“I see.”

Small white teeth worried at that plump lower lip as her gaze dropped again.

“You will have to decide if that is something you are willing to accept.”

He already knew that even though he hated it, he would accept it—he had no choice. But this was not something he could order her to do.

“You can let me know once you decide. Now let’s get you home.”


Chapter Nine



Of course Mrs. Tidiwell appeared as soon as Julie walked through the doors, her dark eyes twinkling as she took in Julie’s new attire.

“Did you get paint all over your other clothes?” her landlady asked innocently.

“You might say that.”

“Would you like something to eat, or do you just want to recover from your… painting?”

“I’m not really hungry, but I would love a cup of tea if you’ve got the kettle on.” And she really wanted someone to talk to.

Mrs. Tidiwell gave her a cheerful smile.

“Don’t I always?”

She laughed. “Yes, you do. I’ll go change and be back down in a minute.”

“No rush. Whenever you’re ready.”

She hurried upstairs and started stripping out of Derek’s clothes. Even though she knew he’d taken them straight out of his closet, they still seemed to smell like him and she buried her nose in his shirt. Mmm. Just that faint trace of him was enough to make heat curl in her stomach.

What a strange, confusing—and oddly wonderful—day. Despite her initial reservations, the painting had been a success. The two of them had worked well together and she’d enjoyed spending time with him doing such a simple task. And I definitely enjoyed that kiss, she thought guiltily. Maybe if she hadn’t, things wouldn’t have escalated so quickly in the meadow.

Their encounter had been… amazing. Better than amazing. He’d brought her to climax in a way that she hadn’t thought was possible. Even remembering his big hands grasping her hips and holding her in place while he licked and sucked her was enough to make her nipples tighten and send a low pulse of arousal to her clit.

She hadn’t had a chance to feel awkward or self-conscious. As soon as she said yes, he’d taken over, so clearly enjoying her response that she’d given herself over to him entirely, not even thinking about the fact that he was her boss. She’d been too lost in his pleasure, and her own, and when the orgasm hit, it had been the most intense, overwhelming experience of her life.

Even afterwards, she hadn’t had any regrets. She’d felt sexy and confident and… happy. It wasn’t until she was standing in his enormous shower in his enormous bathroom that the first doubts had hit her. Even then they hadn’t been about her job; they had been about his proposal of a fake relationship. Had his enthusiasm been an act?

He’d put those fears to rest, but he’d been quite clear that there was no future for them. Now she had to decide if that was something she could handle. She’d never gone into a relationship thinking that it wouldn’t last—although none of them had. Brad had been the third in a line of mistakes that had begun with her college boyfriend. Was she the kind of person who could enjoy the present without worrying about the future?

Isn’t that why I moved here, she asked herself as she pulled on a cute sundress and headed back downstairs. She’d simply wanted to get away and leave all her past mistakes behind. Or am I repeating them?

Mrs. Tidiwell poured her a cup of tea and offered her a plate of scones. Deciding it would be rude to refuse, she sighed with pleasure as the buttery crumbs melted on her tongue.

“You are such an amazing cook.”

“Thank you, dear. Mr. Tidiwell always did enjoy my cooking.”

“Has he been gone long?” she asked tentatively.

“Five, no, six years now. I can’t deny it can be kind of lonely sometimes, but I’m glad I have so many happy memories to look back on.”

“If you know something will make you happy, but you know it isn’t going to last—and that it will hurt when it ends—would you still do it?”

Mrs. Tidiwell regarded her thoughtfully over the rim of her teacup, then rose and went to the cupboard under the window, returning with two small crystal glasses filled with purple liquid.

“Blackberry cordial,” she said, eyes twinkling. “This seems like it might be the kind of conversation that calls for it.”

She took a small sip. It was sweet and fruity and left a trail of warmth all the way down to her stomach.

“It’s delicious. Did you cook, or rather brew this too?”

“No, that was my friend Eleanor. She’s a hedge witch, and I swear she grows blackberries the size of my hand.”

“Clearly delicious blackberries.” She took another sip and sighed with pleasure. “It’s all so strange—hedge witches and brownies and werewolves. I knew all of you existed, but it’s not quite the same as living and working with you.”

“We’re not all the same, you know,” Mrs. Tidiwell said gently. “Just as I imagine not all humans are the same. Although it would be delightful if they were all like you.”

She laughed. “I appreciate the compliment, but it wouldn’t be a very interesting world if everyone were the same. And I was referring more to the… fantastical aspect. I’m sure there are a lot of differences between say, brownies and werewolves.”

“Of course.” Rather frustratingly, her landlady didn’t expand on those differences, returning to her previous question instead. “You asked if I would choose to do something that made me happy, and my answer is yes. Even if it doesn’t last, I can enjoy it while it does and look back on it later with pleasure.”

“Do you really think you can look back on something you lost and still be happy about it?”

“Yes. The pain of the loss fades, but the happiness remains.” Mrs. Tidiwell gave her a far too discerning glance. “Should I assume this question is in reference to a certain reclusive werewolf?”

The heat rushed to her cheeks, but she nodded.

“He wants me to accompany him on a trip to visit his pack, but it would only be a temporary arrangement.”

“Hmm. In my experience, wolves are a possessive bunch. They’re not good at temporary.”

She leaned forward eagerly.

“What else do you know about them?”

“I know that packs have a fairly rigid social structure and your position in the pack rarely changes, unless you challenge it.”

“Challenge? You mean like fighting?”

The thought of Derek in a fight—of him hurt—made her stomach churn uneasily.

“It certainly used to be that way. I’m not sure if it’s still like that.” A reminiscent smile curved Mrs. Tidiwell’s lips. “You know I had a werewolf suitor once, before I met Mr. Tidiwell.”

“Really?” Her mind boggled at the thought of her tiny landlady with someone Derek’s size. “What was he like?”

“Bossy,” Mrs. Tidwell said tartly, and Julie couldn’t help laughing. “And like I said, possessive. At the time I thought it was very exciting, but then I met Mr. Tidiwell and he had something even more appealing—a sense of humor.”

Derek has a sense of humor, she thought immediately. Although he was certainly bossy. The only time he’d shown any sign of possessiveness was that first day when Faraq had introduced himself.

“They also tend to be very good in bed,” Mrs. Tidiwell added innocently, smiling when Julie almost choked over her cordial. “But sexual prowess isn’t the most important factor in a relationship.”

No, but it certainly didn’t hurt.

“I’m afraid I don’t have the answer for you, dear. You’ll need to decide for yourself.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“Of course I am.” Her landlady smiled at her, then changed the subject. “There’s a flea market down by the harbor tomorrow morning. I thought perhaps we could go together and have lunch afterwards?”

“That sounds wonderful,” she said sincerely.

The outing proved to be a great success, but by the time Monday morning rolled around, she was no closer to making a decision than she had been Saturday afternoon. The only thing she was sure about was that she couldn’t wait to see Derek again. She chose one of her favorite dresses—a tailored navy pinstripe which flattered her curves and showed the tiniest hint of cleavage at the neck.

The grumpy receptionist looked as pinched as ever, but Julie had decided to kill her with kindness and waved cheerfully at her as she entered. For the first time Lilith relented enough to give her the faintest trace of a smile in return. Buoyed by that success, she was smiling when she got off the elevator on the fifteenth floor, only to see Betty looking unusually distressed.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure, but everyone is being irritable today—probably because Mr. Moonstone is irritable.”

“He is?”

Did their encounter over the weekend have anything to do with his mood?

“It’s probably just because of the full moon on Saturday, although he’s not usually this bad.”

Ah. The majority of the section in Irene’s binder labeled Time of the Month was dedicated to all the ways the phases of the moon might affect Derek, along with some helpful suggestions. There had also been a small additional codicil which gave her strict instructions on what she should do when she was having her period since that could also affect his behavior.

“I’ll see if I can calm him down,” she promised.

Her office was once more in pristine order and she realized guiltily that she hadn’t even thought to go back and check on the paint color. Fortunately she’d been right and the one coat had been sufficient to give her office the slight pink tint she’d been going for, like the inside of a seashell.

Derek’s door was closed so she made a pot of the tea Irene had recommended, then knocked softly.

“Come,” he barked.

His head snapped up as soon as she entered, his eyes glowing. Despite her carefully chosen outfit, she suddenly felt as if she were naked. Gathering her composure as best she could, she walked over and placed the tea tray on his desk.

“I thought you might like some tea.”

“Not particularly,” he said irritably. “But since you’re here, I suppose I might as well. As long as you join me,” he added.

She should probably start going through the weekend’s emails and messages, but she nodded instead.

“I’ll just get a cup.”

When she came back, he’d moved over to the chairs where they usually sat. Chairs that were even closer than usual, she realized when she sat down and their knees touched. Just that brief touch was enough to awaken the arousal that had been lurking all weekend. She saw his nostrils flare, but he didn’t comment.

“Did you have a nice weekend?” she asked politely.

His eyes glittered. “Saturday was very enjoyable; Sunday far less so. What about you?”

“I just went to the flea market and then out to lunch with a friend.”

The temperature in the room suddenly seemed to plummet ten degrees and the tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

“Friend?” he growled, those extended canines clearly visible. “What kind of friend?”

She briefly considered teasing him a little, but given his current state she decided a more straightforward answer might be better.

“My landlady, Mrs. Tidiwell.”

“Good.”

He only gave her a quick nod, but some of his tension drained away. Definitely possessive, she thought, hiding a smile. After they finished their tea, they went over his agenda for the day. By the time she left, he was noticeably calmer.

Twice more over the course of the day she took him some tea. Each time he insisted that she join him, and each time he was in a better mood when she left. He was still quite relaxed when they had their usual afternoon meeting.

“I’m sorry,” he interrupted when she was halfway through the marketing report Faraq had sent.

“Sorry for what?”

“For being so unsettled. It’s still early in the moon cycle for that, but between my brother being here and other… complications, I am unusually restless.”

Complications? Is that what he considered her—a complication? And yet he’d made a point of telling her that he’d enjoyed their time together.

“I did notice,” she said dryly.

He reached out and took her hand, those big warm fingers curling around hers.

“But your presence has helped, little human. Thank you.”

He smiled at her, and she made her decision.

“I’ll come with you to visit your pack.”


Chapter Ten



Triumph roared through Derek—more triumph than was probably appropriate under the circumstances. She was agreeing to a temporary arrangement, nothing more.

“Thank you,” he said, raising her hand to his mouth and pressing his lips against the silky skin. Her hand quivered in his, but she didn’t pull away. “We’ll leave Thursday afternoon and come back Sunday. Why don’t you bring your bag to work on Thursday and we can leave from here?”

She bit her lip.

“Do you think that’s a good idea? It will make it very obvious that we’re going away together.”

The thought pleased him, but he didn’t like her obvious concern.

“Is that a problem?”

“Well, yes. This pretense is just for the weekend, isn’t it? You don’t want anyone here thinking that we’re… together, right?”

It hadn’t been his original intention, but the more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea.

“It might be just as well to keep up the illusion for a while longer. Just in case word gets back to my brother.”

“Oh.” She was still worrying that pretty little lip, and he wanted to soothe it with his tongue. “But I haven’t been here very long. Are they going to believe it?”

Since he already warned most of his senior staff that she was off limits, he didn’t think they’d be at all surprised, but he didn’t want to mention that to her. Instead, he settled for a simpler explanation.

“Many of us have an immediate connection with our mate. It wouldn’t be considered unusual,” he said truthfully. “In fact I think it would be an excellent idea to begin showing some discreet indications of our relationship for the rest of the week.”

“Leaving together with a suitcase isn’t exactly discreet,” she said tartly, and he laughed.

“Very well. If it distresses you that much, I will arrange to have your suitcase picked up from your apartment.”

Her relieved smile was more than worth the minor inconvenience.

“Thank you.”

She finally seemed to notice he was still holding her hand, and she tried to pull it away. His hand immediately tightened and his wolf snarled. Her lips parted in shock and he realized the sound had emerged.

“Do you remember what I told you in the garden? When our prey runs, we want to chase.”

“I just wanted my hand back,” she protested, but he caught a hint of arousal in her scent. So his little human liked the idea of being chased, did she?

“And what do you mean prey?” she added.

“Wolves are hunters. Humans are prey. Delicious, edible prey.”

He raised her hand and took one of her fingers into his mouth, curling his tongue around it and then sucking. Her pupils dilated and her nipples tightened. She was such a responsive little thing. It would be so easy to pull her onto his lap, slip his hand under that prim little dress, and make her climax in his arms. However, the approaching moon meant that he had less restraint over his impulses and he very much suspected that it would not end there.

He swirled his tongue around her finger again, then ran his teeth down it as he released it, and she shivered again. Her eyes were still wide and dark as he stood, then pulled her to her feet.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Ms. Taylor.”

She didn’t speak—only gave him a dazed nod as he escorted her to the door of his office, and he hid a smile. He was going to enjoy this week. A thought occurred to him just as he started to open the door.

“Since I will be meeting with my brother this evening, I should begin creating the… illusion that we’re together.”

“What does that mean? Do you want me to go with you?”

Yes, but he shook his head. He didn’t want his brother scaring her off before the trip.

“I think it would be best to leave that until we arrive. No, what I meant is that I should carry your scent.”

She really had the most adorable frown, her brow wrinkling as she looked up at him.

“I don’t understand.”

“I need you on my skin.” He stepped closer, caging her against the closed door. Her eyes widened again, but the scent of her arousal only intensified. “On my face.”

He leaned down, but instead of kissing her he brushed his face against her neck, rubbing it along the sensitive curve from her ear to her shoulder. She made a small sound and bent her head to give him better access. Perfect. Her skin was like silk beneath his face, and he couldn’t resist a few small sucking kisses. His fangs dropped and when he scraped them lightly down her neck, her hands came up to grip his shoulders.

Her breasts brushed deliciously against his chest, and his wolf growled approvingly. Unable to resist, he lifted her up against the wall as he gave into temptation and kissed her. Fuck, she was sweet. And willing, her lips parting immediately beneath his and her tongue dancing against his. When he cupped her breast, stroking the stiff little peak with his thumb, she gasped and the scent of her arousal intensified.

Claim her, his wolf insisted, and he found his hand sliding beneath the hem of her dress, following the soft curve of her thigh to the sweet spot between her legs. When he encountered the damp silk of her underwear, the tips of his fingers tingled, his claws threatening to emerge and rip the fragile barrier away. To leave her open for his possession.

The impulse shocked him enough to wrest himself under control. He forced himself to drop her to the floor and take a step back. She blinked up at him, her cheeks flushed, her mouth rosy from his kiss.

“That should do it,” he growled as he stroked a damp finger across his jaw before licking away the last traces of her sweetness.

Her eyes followed the movement, the color on her cheeks intensifying.

“I don’t believe you just did that,” she whispered

“It’s a poor substitute for having my face between your legs while I feast on your sweet little cunt, but it will do for now.”

His voice was rough, harsh, and she shivered, but she didn’t try to move away. Perhaps he should give in to that impulse—but once again the knowledge of how close his wolf was to the surface dissuaded him. Instead, he took a step back, then reached past her to open the door.

“Good night, Ms. Taylor. I will see you in the morning.”

“Yes, sir,” she murmured and fled.

This time his claws did emerge and he had to dig them into the door frame to prevent himself from going after her. A few deep breaths did little to help since her scent lingered, but then Faraq appeared, raising an eyebrow when he saw his tense pose.

“Problems, boss?”

“No,” he snapped, but the reminder that he was about to meet with his brother finally gave him enough control to pull his hands free.

“Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Faraq asked again. “You don’t owe them anything.”

He and Faraq had been friends since college and the other male knew as much about his troubled relationship with his pack as anyone. But despite everything, those ties were still there.

“You know it’s not that easy.”

“Damn wolves,” Faraq muttered, then gave him his usual shit-eating grin. “Let’s go start some fireworks.”

He shook his head, but he found himself smiling as they went to meet his brother.


Chapter Eleven



The restaurant was quiet when Derek and Faraq arrived. A waiter immediately guided them to the private dining room at the back of the restaurant. Adrian was already there, sprawled arrogantly on a bench seat facing the door.

Seeing his fully grown brother was still a shock. Adrian had been twelve when he left, just beginning to show signs of his future height and almost painfully thin with the rapid growth of adolescence. Even though he was now close to Derek’s height and he’d filled out to a powerful, muscular frame, a part of Derek still saw him as his little brother.

Weaker male, his wolf sneered, but even his wolf would never challenge him.

“Derek,” Adrian said coolly, and the waiter retreated quickly, leaving them alone.

“Adrian.”

Faraq moved to the side of the room, leaning against the wall and watching silently. Adrian had brought Coleman, a big quiet male who had been one of their father’s enforcers, and he moved to the opposite wall. There were some silver threads in Coleman’s short dark hair, but Derek would never make the mistake of underestimating him.

He hesitated for a moment, then took a seat next to Adrian, keeping an arm’s length between them. It was a calculated move—they were close enough to make his wolf tense, but he had no intention of assuming the weaker position with his back to the door. Adrian’s eyes flashed gold, but he didn’t attack.

“Did you enjoy your weekend?” Derek asked.

“Really? Have you become so… tame that you resort to small talk?” Adrian’s lip curled, revealing a hint of fang. “Are you going to discuss the weather next?”

“It is remarkably warm for this time of year.”

A flash of surprise, perhaps even amusement at his calm response crossed Adrian’s face before he scowled.

“No, I didn’t enjoy it. It is too loud and too crowded. I am ready to return to where I—we—belong. Do you have an answer for me?”

“I will come this weekend, but I’m bringing someone with me. A female.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Faraq make a slight, abortive movement, but he was focused on Adrian.

“A female. You have taken a mate?” Adrian asked skeptically.

“Not yet. But there is a… connection.”

His brother frowned, then leaned towards him, his nostrils flaring.

“A human? You have formed a ‘connection’ with a human female? Impossible, even for you.”

“Why?”

“Because no matter how much you try to deny it, you’re an alpha. You should be seeking out the strongest female you can find, not some pathetic little human.”

He growled, his wolf close to the surface, and everyone in the room tensed.

“You do not speak of her in that way. I have chosen her, and unless you can respect my choice I will not come.”

Adrian’s eyes were solid gold now, and he expected his eyes had shifted as well, but he wasn’t backing down. Some distant part of his mind tried to remind him that confronting his brother wasn’t part of his plan, but he would not permit his female to be insulted.

Adrian looked away first. It was not submission, but he was not accepting the challenge. Good. He had no desire to fight his brother.

“You have the right to bring a guest,” Adrian said with a shrug. “Perhaps seeing her⁠—”

His brother broke off, but Derek could guess what he was thinking—that seeing the difference between Julie and the other females in the pack would change his mind. He suspected it would have the opposite effect, but he had what he wanted.

“Do I have your assurance that she will be unharmed—and unchallenged?”

“There is no honor in challenging a weaker opponent.” When he remained silent, Adrian sighed. “Fine. You have my assurance.”

“Thank you.”

“A human.” Adrian shook his head, but there was no malice in his tone. His nostrils flared again, and he frowned thoughtfully. “There is a… sweetness to her scent. I suppose that might be appealing.”

Appealing. Intoxicating. Delightful. But he had no intention of discussing Julie with his brother so he simply nodded.

“Since that is settled, should we order?”

Adrian hesitated, looking over at Coleman. Something passed between them before he turned back to Derek.

“This is not intended as an insult, but I have been away too long and as I said, I do not enjoy the city. Now that we have reached an agreement, I’d prefer to head back immediately.”

He felt oddly disappointed, but he nodded again.

“I understand.”

“Good.” There was a brief, awkward silence, then Adrian stood. “I will expect you Thursday.”

“Yes.”

Coleman dipped his head and the two of them left as Faraq came to join him at the table, sitting down with a gusty sigh.

“You’re really going to take Julie to meet the pack?”

He hadn’t mentioned her name, but he didn’t bother denying it.

“Yes. Hopefully that will prevent Adrian from trying to use one of the pack females to get to me.”

Faraq gave him a thoughtful look.

“Do you really think that’s what he’s trying to do?”

“Why else would he be insistent on me returning?”

“I don’t know. Before our first meeting with him I would have agreed with you. Even after that I suspected it was a power play. But now…”

“Now what? Nothing has changed.”

A hint of smoke wreathed around Faraq’s face.

“Perhaps. But it occurred to me that Adrian stayed here, even though he clearly hates the city, until you agreed to go. Maybe he just wants you to come home.”

His chest suddenly ached, and his wolf started pacing.

“That is no longer my home.”

“But he’s still your brother.” Faraq didn’t pursue it any further, grinning at him instead. “Does Julie have any idea what she’s in for?”

“She agreed to come,” he said defensively, but he was uneasily aware that he had told her very little about what to expect.

I’ll fill her in tomorrow, he told himself.

But the next day came and went, as did the next, and it wasn’t until they were in his truck heading for the mountains that he knew he couldn’t put it off any longer. The intervening period had been both frustrating and oddly satisfying. He took a surprising amount of pleasure in the small indications of their supposed relationship—letting his hand rest against her back when they walked together or brushing his knee against hers during a meeting. He had no doubt that the whole office was aware of their relationship, although no one had said anything directly.

He hadn’t kissed her again, although he did insist on marking himself with her scent at the conclusion of each of their private meetings. After all, wolves weren’t the only ones with a keen sense of smell. She hadn’t objected. If anything she seemed to welcome it, tilting her head eagerly to expose her neck. A neck that was now clearly marked with the signs of his claim—a sight that filled him with pleasure.

Mating bite, his wolf urged, but he pushed him away. Resisting that temptation had been growing increasingly difficult. He’d even gone as far as nipping her—with his teeth, not his fangs—the previous day before voices from the outer office had brought him to his senses. But now they were heading to his pack and it was time to talk.


Chapter Twelve



Julie gave Derek a quick look as they left the city behind, surprised at how calm he seemed. She had expected him to be tense about the upcoming meeting, especially since he’d been restive all week. She’d made him a lot of tea, but her presence seemed to calm him as much as the tea.

Although perhaps calm wasn’t the right word. He was almost always aroused, especially when he was growling softly against her neck. And why was that odd gesture equally arousing for her?

Rather disappointingly, he hadn’t kissed her again. But maybe this weekend…

She peeked at him again, and he turned his head and caught her looking. He grinned, that devastatingly attractive smile that lightened his whole face.

“Is there something you wish to say, Ms. Taylor?”

“Really?” She rolled her eyes at him. “I doubt anyone is going to believe we’re in a relationship if you keep calling me that. Sir,” she added and saw the green flash in his eyes.

“They would certainly believe that part of it.”

“I don’t understand.”

He reached over and took her hand and even that small gesture sent a quick streak of excitement through her body.

“Wolves have a very definite… hierarchy. Submission—respect—for a more powerful wolf is expected.”

Mrs. Tidiwell had said something similar about their social structure, but submission? She started to pull her hand away and he growled. Oops, she’d forgotten. She’d discovered over the past few days that if she wanted him to release her, she needed to tell him. He always responded to a verbal request, but any physical resistance tended to have the opposite effect.

“I didn’t say I would submit to you.”

“You didn’t have to. We both know you enjoy it when I’m in charge. Although you always have the power to say no.”

“Then let go of my hand.”

He did at once, and she did her best to ignore the fact that her fingers now felt cold and abandoned.

“Do you expect me to act submissive to your pack?”

“They’re no longer my pack,” he said at once, but she wasn’t sure she believed him. “And no, I don’t. In fact, I expect the opposite. You don’t need to bow your head to anyone. Other than me,” he added with a provocative smile.

The disturbing thing was that he was right about her reactions. Every time he growled a command at her, her clit pulsed with excitement.

“What makes a wolf more powerful? Physical strength?”

“That’s part of it, but it’s not the only thing. You don’t need to be physically strong to have alpha traits, although the two are frequently tied.”

“What are alpha traits?”

“It’s hard to explain exactly, but it’s related to mental strength. The ability to command, to dominate. That’s why we call the leader of the pack the Alpha.”

“And your brother is the Alpha?”

His wolf growled a protest, but he ignored him.

“Yes, just like our father was.”

“You mean it’s an inherited title?”

“Not necessarily, although it’s very common.”

She hummed thoughtfully, then found herself reaching for his hand again. His fingers immediately closed firmly around hers.

“But you’re the oldest. Wouldn’t that have gone to you? It’s hard to believe your brother is more dominant—bossier than you are.”

His hand tightened.

“He’s not.” His voice had turned rough again, but then he sighed. “And that’s one of the reasons this visit will be difficult. I chose to leave—and I have no regrets about doing so—but my wolf doesn’t accept his authority. This close to the full moon, he will be more… sensitive to it than usual.”

She rubbed her thumb soothingly against the back of his hand.

“You talk about your wolf like he’s not part of you.”

“He is and he isn’t. His… desires are not necessarily the same as mine, but I am always aware of them. Or perhaps they are simply an expression of what I want the most but can’t admit.” Without taking his eyes off the road, he lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss against the back of it. “But we both want you.”

Her ability to speak disappeared. She wasn’t naive enough to believe that they were going to be spending the weekend together as a couple, even a pretend couple, without things going much further than they had so far. If she was honest with herself, she was looking forward to it—but that didn’t entirely erase her nerves.

“D-do you really change into a wolf?” she stuttered at last, trying to distract herself from the images that kept flashing through her head.

“Yes, and anything in between.”

He released her hand and she watched in horrified fascination as he flexed his fingers and long shining claws sprang from his fingertips.

“Wow.”

He reached over and very, very gently drew his claws over her neck. Her nipples immediately turned into tight little peaks, and he gave a satisfied laugh.

“I will transform completely this weekend. My wolf is delighted at the thought of finally meeting you.”

She tried to imagine it, but she just couldn’t see him as a wolf.

“I look forward to meeting him too,” she said politely, and he laughed again. His claws disappeared and he stroked her neck with his thumb, lingering over the small marks he’d left with his kisses.

“My sweet little human. I suspect this weekend is going to be full of surprises. But you won’t be in any danger.”

Her heart skipped a beat.

“I think I would have felt a lot more comfortable if you hadn’t thought it necessary to tell me that.”

“I’m sorry, but wolves can be rough, and aggressive. I just don’t want you to be nervous.”

“Or run away?” she said, trying to laugh, but his hand tightened around the back of her neck.

“I am the only one who will ever chase you—if you choose to let me.”

There was that quiver again—a blend of nerves and excitement.

“Would you like that?” she asked breathlessly.

“Oh, yes. And so would you, especially when I caught you and took you right there in the woods, wet and naked and open for me.”

This time it wasn’t a quiver, it was a full on spasm. He released her neck and gently raised her chin to close her gaping mouth before turning his attention back to the road.

The image he’d conjured up refused to leave her mind, and as much as she would have liked to deny it, she knew he was right.

“So I shouldn’t be surprised if I see anyone changing into a wolf while we’re there?” she asked finally, trying to gather her composure.

“No. Or back again. That’s one of the reasons nudity is quite common.”

She blushed. When she’d asked him what she should bring to wear he’d told her anything she wanted.

“Or nothing at all,” he added. “Wolves have a very relaxed attitude about clothing.”

“Well, I don’t,” she said firmly, and he gave her a slow, seductive smile.

“Good. I have no wish to share your delicious little body with anyone. And I enjoy your clothing choices.”

When she’d changed in the private bathroom behind his office before they left, she’d chosen a pretty green sundress with a wide ruffled neckline. She’d also put her hair up in a high ponytail so that her neck and shoulder were completely exposed. His eyes had heated as soon as she emerged.

“Very nice.”

He actually prowled all around her, stopping behind her to drop a kiss on her shoulder, nibbling at the sensitive flesh as her body quivered. His arm curved around her waist, pulling her back against his big, hard body and the thick ridge of his erection. His other hand slid up to tease her nipple as she felt the faint prick of his fangs on her shoulder.

His fingers tightened around her nipple, pulling a soft moan from her, and his mouth clamped down harder. She squirmed against him and his voice was a low, rough growl in her ear.

“Tonight.”

Remembering the dark promise in his voice made her want to squirm again, and he looked over at her, eyes glowing.

“If you don’t stop thinking about whatever is getting you so aroused, we won’t make it to the mountains.”

“You’re the one who was talking about chasing me,” she protested. “Sir.”

The steering wheel jerked, and for a second she thought he was actually going to pull over and put his threat in action. Then he gave a low growl and straightened the truck back out.

“Minx,” he growled, and she laughed and changed the subject.

“Do you have any family other than your brother?”

“I have a stepmother, Vivienne.”

His voice was absolutely neutral but his hands tightened on the steering wheel.

“You don’t like her?”

“No. And I don’t trust her. Neither should you,” he added, a clear note of caution in his voice.

“Are you worried that she might try to hurt me?”

“Not directly, but she is… manipulative.”

She couldn’t help wondering if his stepmother had been one of the reasons he’d left.

“Don’t worry. She won’t turn me against you,” she said quietly.

It was the right thing to say; his hand relaxed on the steering wheel. Deciding that the trip would be less stressful if they didn’t discuss his pack, she changed the subject again.

The time passed surprisingly quickly as the mountains grew ever larger in front of them. Once they reached the foothills, they left the main highway, passing through several small hamlets as they climbed higher into the mountains. They hadn’t seen any other buildings for about fifteen minutes when he pulled over into a lookout spot with a clear view out over the valleys behind them.

“Is something wrong?”

“No, but we’re almost there. I want—I need—to make sure you’re carrying my scent when we arrive.”

There was that little pulse of excitement again and she smiled at him as she exposed her neck.

“All right.”

His eyes glowed, but he shook his head.

“More than that.”

Her mind flashed back to him pressing her against the door and touching her before he went off to meet his brother.

“You mean…”

He nodded, and she took a deep breath and pulled her dress up over her knees, then her thighs. He made a soft growling sound.

“Fuck, I wish I had time to spread those pretty legs wide and feast on you.”

Her heart raced as she watched him. He was looking at her like she was his prey and despite his reassurance, she felt a shiver of nerves. She jumped when he put a big warm hand on her thigh, but her legs parted automatically. His hand slid higher, his thumb just brushing the strip of silk covering her pussy. He stroked his thumb back and forth, a light, teasing touch that made her try and rock her hips closer.

“Is that all you need to do, sir?” she asked breathlessly.

His growl sounded almost amused.

“Minx. No, but I want you nice and wet for me.”

Cloth ripped. Now that she’d seen his claws, she understood how easily he’d removed her underwear before. And just now.

“You keep destroying my underwear,” she whispered.

“You don’t need it.”

He ran a big finger along her now naked folds, and growled again as it slid easily.

“Definitely wet and ready.”

“Ready for—oh, God.”

She clutched desperately at the seat as he thrust that big finger into her in one hard stroke, and he actually purred with satisfaction.

“So fucking hot and tight.”

He pumped his finger in and out, the slick sound of her arousal audible over her moans. He was relentless, keeping up the demanding pace before slowing down and teasing her with a second finger.

“More, my little human?”

“Yes! Please, sir!”

He thrust both fingers deep inside her and twisted his thumb against her clit, and she splintered apart, crying out his name as her channel convulsed helplessly around his fingers. He stroked his thumb gently against her swollen nub until she stopped quivering, then pulled his fingers free.

She watched through heavy lids as he brought them to his mouth, licking them clean before dipping back between her legs to gather more and sending another ripple of excitement through her.

“That should do,” he said at last and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe away the last traces.

His voice sounded strained, and when she glanced over he was so hard that she could see the glistening head of his cock emerging from his jeans.

“Shouldn’t I smell like you too?” she whispered, and reached for him.


Chapter Thirteen



“You don’t have to do this,” Derek growled, but he made no move to stop her and Julie ignored him.

She ran a finger over that glistening head and he groaned. Mimicking his actions, she brought her finger to her mouth. Mmm. The salty muskiness she’d expected, but not the odd subtle spice mingled with it and she licked her lips.

She fumbled with the buttons on his jeans, trying to release more of that tantalizing erection but he was so hard that there was almost no room to undo them. He made an impatient noise and took over, letting his shaft spring free.

“Wow,” she whispered, and his cock jerked.

It looked basically the same as a man’s cock, although she was pretty sure they didn’t come that large. The major difference was a wide, dark band of skin around the bottom few inches of his shaft. When she ran a curious finger down and around it, she discovered it was rougher than the silky smoothness of the upper portion. He shuddered at her touch, and she realized it must be a sensitive area.

She stroked back up again, then held him steady as she lowered her head, licking across the tip.

“Fuck!”

He wrapped her ponytail around his hand with a slight, delicious tug, and she parted her lips, trying to take him into her mouth. Her jaw stretched wide, and then he groaned again as she managed to close her mouth around him. She slowly took a few more inches, swirling her tongue around him and sucking softly. He growled and his cock twitched.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said again, his voice harsh, but his hand in her hair urged her closer and she sucked harder, stroking him with her other hand.

He closed his hand over hers and showed her how he wanted her to stroke, faster and harder than she would have dared. Every time her hand dipped down far enough to reach that band of rough skin, his cock jerked and he groaned. She started twisting her hand around it at the end of each stroke as she sucked him deeper, managing to take another inch of him into her mouth before he reached the back of her throat.

“So fucking good,” he growled.

His hips moved, fucking his shaft slowly in and out of her mouth as he guided her with his hand in her hair. Her body responded to that control, her arousal building even as she tried to concentrate on pleasing him. His hips rocked faster and his other hand tightened over hers as they worked him together.

“Going to come,” he warned, and she sucked harder.

A second later his cock jerked and pulsed, his seed filling her mouth. It was thicker and richer than she’d expected and the spice taste was stronger. She swallowed it down eagerly as his cock pulsed again and again before finally slowing. She curled her tongue around him for one last lick, then pulled back and smiled up at him.

“Fucking perfect,” he said with a deep groan. “Come here.”

He pulled her up onto his lap and kissed her, his tongue driving into her mouth while he ran a possessive hand down her leg and then back up between her thighs.

“You’re wet again. I believe you enjoyed that, sweetness.”

Color flooded her cheeks, but she met his eyes.

“I did. And I want to do it again.”

He growled and leaned down so their foreheads touched as he drew several deep breaths.

“Fuck, you’re sweet.”

She angled her body towards him so she could rub her aching breasts against his hard chest. He groaned and laughed at the same time.

“My greedy little human.”

“Do you disapprove? Sir?”

His eyes glinted, and his hands curled around her ass, kneading her bare cheeks.

“Not at all. But if you keep this up, we’ll never make it.”

Despite his obvious reluctance, he lifted her off his lap and placed her back into her seat. When she pouted at him, he laughed and tugged gently on her lip.

“Stop it, you little minx.”

“Fine,” she sighed. “How much longer will it take us to get there?”

“Only a few more minutes.”

He reached down and tucked himself away before buttoning his jeans. Even though he was no longer erect, he was still huge, and she gulped nervously. He must have read her expression because he gave her a slow, provocative smile.

“Don’t worry. We’ll go nice and slow.”

Her clit pulsed at the thought of that thick shaft slowly sliding into her and she licked her lips. His eyes glowed, then he growled and turned on the engine.

“Fuck. Are you trying to torture me?”

“It’s mutual,” she assured him, and he reached over and took her hand.

“It will be worth the wait.”

The road narrowed, with thick forest on one side and a steep drop-off on the other, but he drove with an easy confidence as they descended into another valley. A stream ran next to the road now, sparkling in the last rays of the sun, rapidly setting behind the mountains. They passed a sign that simply said “Moonstone” but there were still no signs of habitation. Werewolves did live in houses, didn’t they?

A few minutes later they entered a small village and she breathed a sigh of relief. A cluster of rustic-looking houses and some assorted shops lined the road. It could have been any other small mountain town, although she still didn’t see any people.

He turned off on a narrow road that ran between a general store and a small diner. After they crossed the stream on a rickety bridge, the road started to climb again but they didn’t go far before entering a large clearing.

A huge two-story log house with a wide front porch stood at the back of the clearing and he pulled to a stop in front of it. Smaller cabins were scattered around the edge of the clearing and tucked back into the woods. People were also scattered around the clearing—men taking turns throwing axes at a target, a group of women talking and watching their children playing tag, and several older people rocking on the front porch of the big house. Despite what Derek had said, they were all dressed.

This is going to be fine, she told herself.

“I’ll come round,” Derek said softly as he climbed out of the truck.

He walked around and opened the door, lifting her down, and the hairs on the back of her neck started to prickle. The clearing had gone silent, and when she took a quick peek around, everyone was staring at them. Derek’s hand closed over hers, reminding her of what he’d said, and she raised her chin and smiled up at him.

“It’s beautiful here.”

“Yes, it is,” a familiar voice said briskly, and Irene marched down off the porch to join them.

Irene was a werewolf? Maybe that explained why she had such a powerful presence.

Although she was wearing a plaid shirt and jeans instead of a business suit, the casual clothing didn’t make Irene any less intimidating as she gave them both a small wintry smile.

“I’m glad you made it before it got dark. Wouldn’t want you to get lost.”

Derek grinned at her.

“Don’t worry. I still know my way around.”

A ripple went through the crowd at his words, but no one said anything as Irene turned to her.

“It’s nice to see you again, Ms. Taylor. I hear you’re settling in very well.”

She had?

“Julie, please. And everything is going very well. Your notes were extremely helpful.”

Another small smile.

“Good. Now where is that boy⁠—”

“Evening, Derek. Ms. Taylor.”

A man had appeared on the porch and she suddenly understood what Derek had meant by alpha traits. There was something compelling about him, an air of command that reminded her of Derek. That wasn’t the only similarity, she realized as he also came down the steps to join them. He looked very much like Derek except his eyes were brown instead of green and he was a touch leaner, his features more less rugged.

Derek tensed and she gripped his hand as she smiled at the man.

“You must be Adrian. Please call me Julie.”

“Julie.” His nostrils flared. “You are not what I expected.”

“No?” Derek was growling again, his eyes glowing. “What did you expect?”

“Well, I knew exactly who to expect,” Irene snapped, stepping between the two men. “Now are we going to stand here all night, or can I get started on dinner preparations?”

Adrian looked away from Derek and nodded.

“Of course. Julie, the Moonstone Pack welcomes you.”


Chapter Fourteen



After Adrian’s announcement, the pack returned to whatever they’d been doing, and Julie gave a quiet sigh of relief.

“Do you want your old room, or would you prefer one of the guest suites?” Adrian asked, his voice carefully neutral.

“Oh, I’m sure he wants his old room. So many happy memories, isn’t that right, darling?”

A woman came sauntering down the steps towards them. Almost everyone else was wearing jeans and sneakers, but she was wearing heels, black leather leggings, and a low-cut red silk blouse. Her perfectly applied lipstick was the exact same shade of red as her blouse and her blonde hair could have come straight from a salon. She didn’t need the renewed tension in Derek’s hand to know this was his stepmother.

“I’d prefer a guest suite,” he told Adrian, and Vivienne laughed, a pretty, tinkling laugh without a hint of amusement.

“You always were a stubborn boy.” Her gaze traveled over to Julie, giving her a quick dismissive glance. “A human. How… quaint.”

“Julie is welcome in the pack, Vivienne,” Adrian said, his voice hard, and she felt Derek make a slight movement.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t she be? I just hope she won’t be too… shocked by her encounter with real wolves.”

That bit of poison was undoubtedly aimed at Derek, but this time Irene stepped in before he could speak.

“I doubt that will be a problem,” Irene said firmly. “I’ll show you to your rooms. Vivienne, if you’ve nothing better to do, there’s a mound of potatoes that needs peeling.”

For a moment Vivienne’s practiced smile faded as she glared at the older woman, but then she laughed gaily again.

“No, I think I’ll go for a walk.”

She sauntered away from them, heading for a big male who’d been waiting his turn at the axe throwing. He watched her come towards him with an odd combination of desire and dismay.

“I wish John had had more sense than to let her get her hooks in him,” Irene muttered before turning back to them. “Come along now. I don’t have all day.”

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m sure you’re busy. Would you like me to tackle those potatoes?”

Irene permitted herself a slightly wider smile.

“They were done hours ago, but the fastest way to get rid of her is to make her think I’m going to put her to work.”

Julie choked back a laugh, looking over her shoulder just in time to see Vivienne and the big man disappearing into the woods. When she looked up at Derek, he was staring in the same direction, his body still quivering with tension. He turned back to glare at Adrian, his mouth opening. Then Irene coughed, and after a quick glance at her, he slammed his mouth shut again and stalked to the back of the truck to get their bags.

Adrian made a soft noise that could have been a sigh, but when he looked at her, his face didn’t give anything away.

“I’ll let Irene get you settled. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Thank you.”

She smiled at him just as Derek came back. He snarled and yanked her against his side.

“Oh, for God’s sake.” Once again Irene stepped between the two men. “Derek, come with me. Adrian, don’t you have work to do?”

“Of course.” Adrian’s smile at Irene looked genuinely affectionate. “You always keep me on my toes.”

Irene sniffed, but Julie saw her lips quirk before she turned and marched back up the steps, and they followed meekly.

“Pretty little mate you got there, boy!” one of the old men on the porch yelled, and Derek smiled for the first time.

“Yes, she is, Frank,” he agreed, and her heart gave a foolish little flutter. He sounded so sincere.

The front door opened into a two-story entrance hall with a massive antler chandelier high overhead. Through an open archway to the right, she could see a huge dining room with a table that could easily seat twenty. On the other side of the hall, an equally large living room contained an assortment of worn but comfortable looking furniture.

“I’ll be in my office.” Adrian hesitated, looking at Derek. “Come join me if you want to talk.”

“I…” He looked down at her. “I’ll get Julie settled first.”

“Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

Was there an additional meaning to his words? Before she could decide, Irene was shepherding them towards the stairs. The railing was composed of natural branches, stripped and polished into a twisted sculpture.

“This is beautiful,” she said, running her fingers along the smooth wood.

“John made it. He’s a very talented artist, or at least he was before Vivienne came along.”

“If I remember correctly, he’s a beta. Why did she go after him instead of someone with more power?” Derek asked bitterly.

Irene barked a laugh.

“She’s running out of victims. There are only so many people you can screw over in a pack our size. Anyone with any sense avoids her, but John is shy and I don’t think he’s had much experience. Poor boy.”

“Why does Adrian let her stay?” he demanded as Irene led them down a corridor towards the back of the house.

“Because that’s what your father wanted. He never accepted the truth about her.”

“I didn’t think Adrian did either.”

Irene came to a halt, turning to glare at him.

“It’s been fifteen years. He’s changed. You’ve both changed. Time to move on.” Ignoring his attempt to respond, she opened the door next to her. “I’m going to put you in here.”

It was a big room with a row of windows looking out towards the woods and a river rock fireplace on the other wall, but her attention snagged on the massive bed. The frame was composed of the same twisted branches, rising up to form a canopy over the head of the bed, and the bed was heaped with pillows and colorful blankets.

“It’s very n-nice,” she stuttered, unable to drag her eyes away from that bed, and Irene barked another laugh.

“I’ll be in the kitchen. Derek can show you on his way to talk to his brother.”

The door closed firmly behind her as Derek growled. He dropped their bags on the bench at the foot of the bed, then stalked over to the windows, but she didn’t think he was seeing the wooded slope behind the house.

She followed him, sliding her arms around him from behind and resting her head against his back. She didn’t speak, just stood there hugging him until he finally sighed and turned around to look down at her.

“I knew this was going to be difficult. I just didn’t realize how hard it would be.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not yet. There are too many memories dancing around in my head and I want to make sense of them first.”

“Okay.”

“My sweet little human.” His voice thickened as he raised his hand to her neck. “My sweet, sexy little human.”

Mmm. Just his arms around her and that deep voice vibrating against her chest, and heat curled low in her stomach. Her arms were still around his waist and she reached down to squeeze his ass. He groaned and she felt his cock flex against her stomach before he gently disengaged her.

“As much as I hate to admit it, Irene is right. I should go and talk to Adrian. Do you want to go down to the kitchen?”

“If you don’t think she’d mind, I’d rather stay here and unpack. Maybe take a shower.”

His eyes heated.

“Now I’m even more sorry to leave.”

“Maybe we can take one together later. So you can make sure I’m completely clean. Sir.”

He took a half-step towards her, then growled again.

“Minx. We will discuss your… cleanliness later.”

She laughed, and he returned her smile. Then he brushed her cheek lightly with his hand and left, and she sank down on the seat below the windows. She had the feeling she’d dived headfirst into the ocean and she had no idea where the bottom was. It was going to be a very interesting weekend.


Chapter Fifteen



As soon as Derek closed the bedroom door behind him, he regretted it. He would much rather have stayed with Julie and helped her shower. His mind helpfully provided him with memories of her emerging from his pond, water streaming down over her lush body. But as much as he wanted to remain, he would have been staying there partially to avoid seeing his brother and she deserved better than that.

He sighed and headed downstairs to the office that opened off the back of the entry hall. As soon as he entered, the memories washed over him. His father at the big desk, he and Adrian running in and out of the French doors that opened onto the stone terrace at the back of the house. The wall of shelves on the right was still as cluttered with books and memorabilia as it had ever been, and his mouth went dry as he spotted the familiar pictures.

He picked up one that showed him carefully holding Adrian not long after he was born, looking as proud as a big brother could look.

“I always liked that picture,” Adrian said quietly.

“Yeah. Me too.”

He turned back around to see his brother watching him from behind the desk. It was so strange not to see his father sitting there, but Adrian looked… right in his place. They looked at each other for a long moment, and he felt his wolf bristle but he wasn’t here to challenge Adrian.

“I wasn’t sure you’d actually come,” his brother said finally.

“I told you I would.”

Adrian’s mouth twisted.

“You also told me you’d take care of me, but you left anyway.”

The familiar guilt washed over him, but he didn’t look away.

“You said you were happy here. Our father loved you, and Vivienne⁠—”

“Manipulated me?”

The bitter words shocked him. His brother had spoken harshly to their stepmother earlier, but he’d assumed that they’d simply had a disagreement.

“I was going to say she was very fond of you,” he said slowly. She’d certainly preferred Adrian’s worship to Derek’s contempt. “When did that change?”

“I don’t think she’s ever cared about anyone other than herself.”

He couldn’t argue—he was just shocked that his brother had finally realized it. He’d assumed that Vivienne would continue being nice to Adrian if for no other reason than because he was the heir.

“If you know that, then why do you let her stay?”

“Because I promised Dad when he was dying. He told me to take care of her, even after she’d betrayed him in every conceivable way.”

The shocks just kept coming.

“You knew about that too?”

“Not at first.” Adrian’s laugh was just as bitter. “You remember how I used to bring her breakfast in bed?”

“I remember. I wondered how long it would last.”

“A couple of years. Then one morning the door was locked, and I heard… noises. I thought she was in trouble and I started beating on the door trying to get in, but then she called out to me that she was fine and I should go away. She found me later that day and gave me this long explanation of how it was too hard for me to have to get up every morning to take care of her. I actually felt guilty that she was so worried about me. Eventually I realized that she just didn’t want me to catch her cheating on Dad.”

“Did he know?”

“I don’t see how he could help it, but he never once indicated that he knew. And she was so slick. About a year after that, I actually caught her in the act—with Ivan.”

He vaguely remembered the male as being one of his father’s enforcers. “The big guard?”

“That’s the one. I stumbled upon them in an old shack up on the ridge. As soon as I found them she started crying and saying he forced her. She even showed me the marks he’d left on her.”

“You know wolves have a tendency to play rough.”

“I know, but…” Adrian swallowed and looked away. “She showed me the marks he’d left on her breasts and… other places and my body started to respond to her. It took me a long time to realize that had been her intention all along. Back then I just felt so guilty about my response that I didn’t even question her story. I convinced Dad to exile Ivan on some trumped up charge.”

“Didn’t Ivan say anything?”

“He didn’t even try to defend himself. He just looked defeated. The same way Dad used to look.”

“Because she’s an evil, manipulative bitch,” he said grimly.

“I know that now. I just didn’t want to believe it. It was easier to look away or believe her excuses than to think that the female who had raised me could be so evil.”

“Is that the way you remember it? That she brought you up?”

“I thought I did,” Adrian said slowly. “But maybe what I remember is her telling me what a wonderful mother she’d been, telling me how devoted she had been to me.”

“It was the other way around. You worshiped her. You wanted a mother so badly, and I guess I was a pretty poor substitute.”

He’d been six when Adrian was born, eight when their mother died. His father had been lost in his grief and Derek had been the one to look after his brother. Even after Vivienne mated their father, she’d shown no interest in Adrian. He was the one who made sure his brother ate properly and went to school and had clothes when he needed them. But when Adrian was around nine or ten, old enough to worship her and run her errands, Vivienne had gone after him and he’d watched helplessly as his brother turned to her. By the time Derek turned eighteen and left, Adrian was her devoted slave.

“I was an idiot. A naive little idiot,” Adrian said bitterly.

“When did you realize what she was like?”

“I think I started to realize when I caught her a second time. That one was harder for her to explain since she was very clearly enjoying herself. I think that was the time she told me that Dad wasn’t… capable any more but she still had needs.”

He snorted. “The need to try and control everyone.”

“Probably. And once I started noticing, it was one thing after another. Not just cheating, but being vicious towards other females and cruel to some of the elders. I could only make excuses for her for so long.”

“But you’re still determined to keep your vow?”

“Yes.” Adrian picked up a pen and started flipping it. “And she’s not without supporters. I think she’s slept with every male in this pack who isn’t mated—and even some who are. She’s managed to keep several of them on her leash.”

“I see. Are you worried they’d challenge you?”

His brother straightened, his wolf flaring in his eyes.

“No. I am the Alpha and they know it.”

The power in Adrian’s voice impressed him, and made his wolf twitchy.

We are not challenging him, he said firmly.

“But dissension is not good for the pack,” Adrian added. “Which is one reason I wanted you to return.”

“I only came to visit.”

His brother gave a noncommittal shrug, and he groaned internally. He knew Adrian wanted to tie him back to the pack, so he wasn’t particularly surprised by Adrian’s next words.

“I’ve arranged a Mate Hunt for Saturday night, under the full moon. I think you should run in it.”

“No. I told you how I felt about Julie.”

“You said you had a connection, not that you were mated. It destroyed our father to have a mate who rejected that bond. What will it do to you to have a mate who can’t return that bond? She seems very nice, sweet, like you said, but she’s human. It’s not the same for them.”

He got to his feet and prowled restlessly over to the window. He couldn’t entirely discount Adrian’s words. What Vivienne had done to his father was the main reason he’d decided never to take a mate. And as strongly as Julie called to him, she was human. He couldn’t believe that she’d cheat on him—but he could believe that she might decide to leave one day. To change her life again.

Never, his wolf growled.

“Perhaps I don’t want a mate. You haven’t taken one.”

He turned back in time to see Adrian flinch.

“It is… unlikely.”

“So our line will end with you.”

“Not if you’d stop being so stubborn and chase down a mate.”

He returned Adrian’s glare.

“You could do the same.”

“And fall prey to another pretty face who is only interested in an alpha’s power? No thank you.”

The tension in the room rose again as they glared at each other, but Adrian finally sighed and looked away.

“Are you going to try and make it a condition of our deal?” Derek asked.

“No. It is a reasonable proposal. I think you should present it to the Elders. Most of them will bitch and moan, but I think they’ll come around eventually. You would have more influence if you were a full member of the pack again,” Adrian added pointedly.

“No,” he said quietly but firmly. “This is not my life any more. I care about the pack. And you. But I am not coming back.”

“Not even if you were Alpha?”

He could see how much it cost Adrian to ask, but he shook his head.

“No. You’re doing a better job than I would.”

It wasn’t entirely a lie, despite his wolf’s immediate protest. He was more powerful than Adrian, but Adrian had a knack with people that escaped him.

A flash of surprised gratification crossed Adrian’s face before he frowned.

“I still think you should enter the Mate Hunt.”

From his perspective nothing had changed, but maybe it would be worth it just to show his brother the futility of the idea.

Hunt, his wolf agreed. Claim Julie.

That was definitely not going to happen. He was not chasing his delicate little human through the woods under a full moon. Neither his wolf nor his cock agreed with his refusal, but he ignored them both.

“I will… consider it,” he said finally.

Adrian smiled at him, and for a moment he looked like his little brother again. Then he glanced at his watch and swore.

“We should go. Irene doesn’t like it when we’re late for dinner. I’m not sure if I’m grateful or not that she returned,” Adrian added ruefully.

“She is quite formidable,” he agreed. “She kept me in line for a long time.”

“And now Julie will?”

He could hear the skepticism in Adrian’s voice, but then they entered the kitchen and he saw Julie laughing. She looked so pretty and so happy, so right here in this house, that his chest started to ache. If he weren’t careful, she would be able to destroy him as easily as Vivienne had destroyed his father.


Chapter Sixteen



After Derek left, Julie unpacked her clothes. She looked at Derek’s bag, then shrugged and put his clothes away as well. She liked the sight of them hanging next to each other a little too much and resolutely headed for the bathroom. It was on the other side of the fireplace, two-sided to open into the bathroom as well. There was a big tub beneath a stained glass window and she gave it a longing look, but chose the shower instead.

It was just as nice as the rest of the house, with a tiled floor, a large bench seat along the back, and a huge rainforest shower head overhead. She stripped off and got in, adjusting the water to a warm spray and standing with her eyes closed as it flowed over her. The only thing that would have made it better was if Derek had been there with her. She sighed, opened her eyes, and grabbed the soap.

She was still sensitive from their time in the truck, and even the soap in her own hand sent a little shiver of pleasure down her spine, her nipples tightening under the stream of water. She briefly considered relieving that arousal, but decided she’d rather wait for Derek. That thought sent an even bigger wave of excitement through her body, but she ignored it and quickly finished washing.

After she towel-dried her hair, she went to review her options. She’d originally intended to wear jeans, but she had a hunch that Vivienne would be dressed to kill. Deciding to wear a dress instead, she chose a light blue sundress with a sweetheart neckline that framed her cleavage and a skirt that swirled around her thighs when she twirled in front of the mirror. She dried her hair and pulled it up in another high ponytail, swiped on some lip gloss and decided it would have to do.

She found the kitchen by the simple expedient of following her nose and walked in to find Irene orchestrating the meal with the same precision that she’d managed the office. A young woman was sitting at the kitchen table, dutifully working on a mound of green beans. She gave Julie a quick, shy smile and Julie sat down next to her.

“Can I help with those?”

“You don’t have to,” the girl said quickly.

“I don’t mind.”

The girl darted a quick glance at Irene, but when the older woman didn’t object, she gave Julie another shy smile and put the bowl of beans between them.

“I’m Elise.”

“I’m Julie. Do you live here in Moonstone?”

“For my entire life.”

There was the faintest undertone of bitterness, and Julie saw Irene look in their direction so she addressed her.

“I didn’t know you were here in Moonstone, Irene.”

Irene snorted.

“Why should you?”

“I asked Derek if you were around. I wanted to thank you in person for the notes.”

“Part of my job. As was finding the right replacement.” Those pale blue eyes focused on her and she felt uneasily as if she were on trial. “I think I made the right decision. But don’t get cocky. It’s early days yet.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she said meekly, and saw Elise’s shoulder shake.

They finished the green beans and then sat chatting while they cooked. Several times she had the impression that Elise wanted to ask her something, but every time she’d glance over at Irene and change her mind.

“I think we’re ready,” Irene announced just as the kitchen door opened and Adrian and Derek entered.

He looked at her, and as soon as their eyes met it was as if all the air had been sucked out of the room. Only the two of them existed. Then he frowned and looked away. What was that about?

“Since it’s just the five of us, why don’t we eat in here?” Adrian suggested.

Irene sniffed but went over to a glass fronted cabinet and started pulling out plates.

“Oh, I can’t stay,” Elise said, looking suddenly panicked.

“Why not?” Adrian asked.

“You’re the Alpha,” she whispered. “I’m just here to help in the kitchen.”

Adrian smiled at her. “Your Alpha wants you to stay.”

Elise bit her lip, but Julie gave her an encouraging nod and she whispered an assent.

Derek was still frowning, so when she went to get the glasses, she stopped long enough to put her hand on his arm and give him an inquiring look. For a horrible moment she thought he was going to push her away, but then his breath hissed out and he covered her hand with his own. His eyes swept down over her, lingering for a moment on her cleavage.

“I like your dress, Ms. Taylor.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said demurely, peeping up at him from under her lashes.

He growled and started to pull her towards him, but Irene walked by and whacked him with a wooden spoon.

“Don’t even think about it in my kitchen.”

“Ouch. Think about what?”

Irene only snorted and went back to the stove. He grinned down at her, back to his usual self.

“Later, little human,” he whispered in her ear, his warm breath making her shudder.

They finished setting the table and were about to sit down to eat when the back door opened and Vivienne sauntered in. Julie’s suspicions had been correct—she was wearing red heels and a tight-fitting red sheath dress which suited her slender figure. The big male she’d disappeared into the woods with followed, looking decidedly uncomfortable, and then another female entered.

From the malicious smile on Vivienne’s face, Julie had the sinking feeling she wasn’t going to like whatever she said next. She was right.

“Look who I found, Derek. You remember Rhonda, don’t you? Your fiancée?”

Rhonda was a tall, voluptuous brunette, dressed as provocatively as Vivienne, and she sashayed up to Derek, ignoring Julie completely.

“What a pleasant surprise. To see my fiancé again after all this time.”

Surprise, my ass. Rhonda had clearly known that Derek was going to be there.

“I was never your fiancé,” Derek growled, and Rhonda pouted, reaching for him.

He took a hasty step back, and a flash of anger crossed Rhonda’s face before she did her best to look pitiful.

“How can you say that? When your father promised me to you?”

“He may have done that. I definitely did not make such a claim. I’m with Julie.”

He put his arm around her and she leaned into him, giving Rhonda a wide, fake smile.

“How nice to meet such an old friend of Derek’s.”

Rhonda’s lip curled, revealing a hint of fang.

“Human.”

“Her name is Julie,” Adrian snapped, and Rhonda immediately bowed her head.

“Yes, Alpha.”

Despite her submissive posture, the quick glance she aimed at Julie promised retribution. Great. Now she had two female wolves who hated her.

“Time to eat,” Irene announced.

She’d added the extra places to the table while they were talking, and Vivienne pursed her lips.

“You don’t expect us to eat in here, do you?”

“I do if you want to eat.”

Irene raised a brow, but Vivienne dropped her gaze and didn’t argue. Julie realized that Irene had alpha traits as well, and immediately wondered how she could have missed it. But despite Irene’s presence it was still the most unpleasant meal she’d ever had.

Rhonda tried to sit next to Derek and he almost slammed Julie into the chair between them. That left him sitting next to Adrian and neither of them looked particularly comfortable with it. Elise was across from Rhonda and looked so intimidated that she barely ate, let alone spoke. John was next to her, looking more and more uncomfortable as the meal progressed. Vivienne smiled sweetly and sneered at everything and everyone, with the exception of Irene, who was seated next to her.

Derek barely spoke, although Vivienne aimed several barbs in his direction. He didn’t respond until she made a malicious suggestion that perhaps Julie shouldn’t have any bread, given her weight problem.

“Julie is perfect the way she is,” he growled, putting so much command into his voice that Vivienne paled beneath her makeup.

Of course that display of power made Adrian twitchy and Julie saw his claws pop out.

“I don’t mind,” she said quickly. “At least I won’t look all wrinkled and haggard when I’m as old as you.”

There was a moment of stunned silence, then Derek laughed and pulled her chair closer to his.

“No, sweetness. You’ll still be lush and beautiful.”

Vivienne hissed, but Irene said something Julie couldn’t hear and she subsided. Elise gave her a tiny smile, and even John didn’t look as irritated as she would have thought.

“Don’t you have something to say?” Vivienne glared at him.

He looked down at her, then slowly shook his head.

“No.”

He calmly returned to his dinner as Vivienne gave an outraged gasp. When the terrible meal finally dragged to a conclusion, Irene stood up. She didn’t bring out any dessert, even though Julie knew she’d baked a pie.

“Anyone not helping clean up, get out of my kitchen.”

Both Vivienne and Rhonda immediately rose, but when Vivienne looked at John, he shook his head.

“I’ll help clean up.”

“Fine,” she snapped, and the two women flounced out of the room.

Irene gave a small, triumphant smile and brought out the pie. Dessert was considerably more pleasant. Derek moved to her other side, and both he and Adrian seemed more at ease with a little distance between them. John did his best to draw Elise out of her shell and actually managed to make her laugh a few times. Irene quizzed Derek about what had been happening at work—although she already seemed to know most of it—and Julie relaxed.

When she looked over at Adrian, he was watching Derek and smiling.

“Are you still glad you came?” he asked when he saw her looking at him.

There was an odd intensity to the question, but she answered him truthfully.

“Yes, I am. I knew it might be… difficult sometimes.”

“But you came anyway?”

“Derek wanted me to come. And I wanted to be with him.”

It wasn’t an act—she was telling the truth—and perhaps he recognized that because he nodded slowly.

“And I’m glad you came,” Derek murmured from behind her, pushing her ponytail to one side and kissing the nape of her neck, his fangs pricking her.

She was instantly, ferociously aroused, and the conversations around her suddenly came to a halt. Derek gave a low, satisfied chuckle, then stood and lifted her into his arms.

“Put me down,” she whispered, sure her face was bright red.

“No. We’re going to bed,” he announced, and carried her out of the room before she had a chance to say her goodbyes.


Chapter Seventeen



“Ican’t believe you did that,” Julie whispered as Derek carried her up the stairs. “You as good as told everyone we were going to have s-sex.”

“Sweetness, every person in the kitchens scented your arousal. Did you really want to stay there?”

“Oh no.” She buried her face in his neck, sure she would never stop blushing.

“Are you ashamed of your desire for me?” he growled.

“What?” She jerked her head up to look at him. She’d never seen his face so grim. “Of course not. It’s just… private.”

His face relaxed as he shook his head.

“Not in the pack. There are very few secrets here—although some wolves are better than others at keeping them.”

“Why do I suspect you’re talking about Vivienne?”

“Because you’re a very intelligent little human? She’s the only one I’ve ever known who can lie without her scent revealing it.”

He carried her through the bedroom door, and closed it firmly behind them before setting her back on her feet. He grabbed the neck of his T-shirt and yanked it off over his head. God, he looked good without a shirt, all those ripped muscles on display and a fine dark line of hair trailing down under his jeans. His eyes glowed as he prowled around her.

“Do you know what’s about to happen, my sweet, sexy little human?”

“You forgot intelligent,” she whispered, and he gave a low chuckle against her neck.

“Very well. My sweet, sexy, intelligent little human.”

“Then yes, I know.”

“And you’re sure this is what you want?” He moved around in front of her again, his eyes searching her face. “You can still say no. But once you’re in my bed, you are mine.”

She licked her lips and his eyes flashed bright green.

“Yes, please.”

“Then remove your dress.”

She tried to obey but her fingers were shaking too hard to catch hold of the zipper. Instead, she turned her back to him and let him pull it down. Her dress followed, puddling on the floor, and he growled and picked her up again. Carrying her to the bed, he put her down, then climbed over her, still watching her face.

“Are you ready, my sweetness?”

“Yes.”

He took her mouth in a demanding kiss, his tongue sliding between her lips as his hands roamed restlessly over her body. The thin silk of her bra and panties didn’t prevent her from feeling every demanding caress.

“Mine,” he growled, his voice dark and possessive.

The glow in his eyes brightened, his features rougher as his wolf came closer to the surface, and she shivered in anticipation.

“Are you afraid, little human?”

“No, sir.”

His lips brushed her neck, followed by the faint tantalizing prick of his fangs.

“You’re not worried that I might hurt you?”

Never on purpose, but he was just so big…

“I’m sure you’ll make me feel good,” she said truthfully, and he kissed her again.

He kissed her as if he were starving for the taste of her. His hands roamed over her body again, and this time she felt the prick of his claws as his hands closed over her breasts. She gasped as the slight sting shot straight to her clit and he growled approvingly.

“You like that.”

“Yes,” she whispered, and his eyes blazed even brighter.

He parted her legs, lifting them up as he moved between them. Another pair of underwear was ripped away, then his finger pushed easily inside her. She arched against it as his thumb moved to her clit, and then a second finger was there, opening her, stretching her.

“Mine,” he growled into her neck as he worked her clit and fucked her with his fingers, and her climax swept over her with unexpected speed.

She cried out, her hips bucking helplessly, but he didn’t let her go, still fucking her with his fingers and drawing out her orgasm until she collapsed back against the bed.

He rolled away long enough to strip off his jeans. His cock rose thick and heavy between his thighs, the broad head already glistening, and her mouth went dry. Was it even possible for her to take him?

“Are you scared?” He kneeled between her legs and despite the tension drawn on his face, waiting patiently for her answer.

“You’re just so… big.”

“Don’t worry, sweetness. This is going to feel very, very good.”

He bent down over her, kissing her again before his mouth moved to her nipples, licking and sucking and teasing her with his fangs until her breasts were swollen and tender. Then his mouth drifted lower, his fangs pricking the skin of her belly and thighs, and her clit throbbed with need.

“Please, Derek,” she begged, and his eyes flashed up at her.

“Do you want my cock, sweetness?”

“Yes, please. Sir.”

He lowered his body, his weight pinning her to the mattress. She’d expected his cock to impale her immediately, but instead he stroked her face, kissing her lightly until she relaxed slightly. Then he took her hands, holding them above her head as he pushed his cock against her entrance. She tensed instinctively and he made a soothing noise, his mouth against her ear.

“Relax and open up for me.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Yes, you can. Let me into that sweet tight little cunt.”

He swept his tongue around her ear and she shivered, distracted by the sensation. He pushed again and this time his cock breached her entrance with a fiery stretch that made her see stars.

“There we go. That’s my good girl.”

Slowly, inexorably, his cock pushed inside her, stretching her impossibly open. Every inch or so he would pause to let her adjust, pressing kisses against her ear and her neck and her shoulder. His fangs were very obvious, but he never bit down.

“Almost there,” he growled as the rougher base of his cock began to enter her, adding even more sensations to her already overwhelmed channel.

Then his hips pressed against her and his balls rubbed against her ass. He was fully seated, his cock a hot thick brand deep inside her. His hand found her clit, stroking her, and she shuddered, already on the verge of climax.

“Move,” she demanded. “Please, sir. I need you to move.”

His chest vibrated as he growled and pulled almost completely out of her, then thrust forward in a single hard stroke.

Oh, God. She was stretched so tight around his cock she could barely breathe, but her pleasure just kept spiraling higher. She moaned, tugging against his hold, and he released her hands, reaching down to cup her breast instead. He played with her nipple, teasing and tugging it, then pinched it. Her hips bucked up towards him and he fucked her harder, his strokes longer, deeper. She was lost in a whirlwind of sensations—his hands on her, his mouth, his cock. Her climax rushed towards her, frightening in its intensity, but she couldn’t prevent it from crashing down over her, her body clamping down hard on his cock.

He roared her name and drove into her one final time, his cock pulsing inside her as heat flooded her, and then everything went black.

When she opened her eyes again she was cradled against his body. He’d already pulled out of her and she could feel a low throb in her empty pussy.

“Derek?” she whispered, and he immediately lifted his head to look at her. “What happened?”

“You passed out. Are you all right?”

She wiggled tentatively. Everything definitely felt a little tender, but in a good way.

“I’m fine.”

“Good. Now sleep. You’re going to need your energy.”

“Yes, sir.”

She snuggled against his chest and was asleep in seconds.


Chapter Eighteen



Derek woke the next morning with Julie sleeping peacefully in his arms. Her pale body showed the marks of his possession, but he’d somehow managed to stop short of biting her. He hadn’t knotted inside her either, pulling out before the base of his cock could swell and lock them together. His wolf was not happy about either restraint, despite his satisfaction at having claimed her.

He was equally satisfied, but he was also worried. Adrian’s words kept replaying in his head. What if she didn’t feel the same connection? What if she left him? What if she didn’t? Could he take that chance?

His wolf started prowling, his anxiety fueling his wolf’s restlessness, and he suddenly felt trapped. He needed to get out of the house. He slid quietly out of bed.

“Derek?” she whispered, her eyes still closed.

He wanted to crawl back into bed with her, to wake her with kisses and caresses and watch her climax in the early morning light. Instead, he bent down and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“It’s all right, sweetness. Go back to sleep.”

Her face relaxed and she obeyed. His chest ached as he looked down at her. Was it already too late for him?

He threw on an old pair of running shorts and headed downstairs. Adrian was already up, sitting at the table in the kitchen, a cup of coffee in front of him. Irene was working at the stove, but he could tell she was listening as he walked over and took a seat.

“Coffee?” she asked without turning around.

“Thanks.”

“How did Julie sleep?”

He glared at his brother. Adrian was trying to suppress a smile, and he wasn’t entirely successful.

“Very well. She was still asleep in my bed when I left.”

“And you didn’t wake her up?” Irene said tartly.

“She was tired.”

Adrian snorted and he glared at him again.

“I expected you to be in a better mood this morning,” his brother said thoughtfully. “Did your human not⁠—”

His hand closed around his brother’s throat, his claws pressing against his skin.

“If you value your life, you will not complete that sentence,” he growled.

Adrian’s eyes turned yellow, his features starting to elongate, and Derek grinned fiercely. Bring it on, baby brother.

Irene whacked him with her spoon, then did the same thing to Adrian.

“Stop it, both of you. Adrian wasn’t trying to provoke you, were you?”

His brother hesitated, then shook his head, his eyes returning to normal.

“And Derek wasn’t trying to challenge your leadership, were you?”

He released Adrian’s neck, then sighed.

“No. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that I don’t want to be Alpha.”

Adrian frowned. “I believe you. My wolf is not as sure.”

“For that matter, neither is mine. But I’m sure.”

Irene dropped a cup of coffee in front of him and stalked away again. He took a grateful sip as Adrian did the same.

“Please understand that I am not trying to provoke you,” his brother said carefully as he put his mug down. “I was trying to ask if Julie had refused the bond.”

“I thought you said that humans didn’t understand such things.”

“I know, but watching you together last night… And listening to Irene’s lecture this morning,” Adrian added, and Derek turned to stare at his former assistant.

She ignored him, dishing up three huge plates of scrambled eggs and bacon and bringing them to the table.

“Well?” he demanded. “What did you tell him?”

She took a thoughtful bite of her scrambled eggs.

“Needs more pepper.”

Not for the first time, he was seriously considering wringing her neck when she finally looked over at him.

“I simply reminded him that humans do have a mate bond. It’s called love.”

He felt as if she’d slapped him.

“That isn’t the same.”

The pale eyes studied him. “Isn’t it?”

“No. It doesn’t always last.”

“Neither do mate bonds, however much we want to believe differently. The physical act means nothing without the emotional component—as both of you saw all too clearly. It didn’t matter that your father gave Vivienne a mating bite, that he knotted her and pledged himself to her. She never loved him, even though she played at it in the beginning.”

“But…”

“Don’t make me get my spoon,” she threatened.

What she was saying went against everything he’d ever been taught, but when he looked over at Adrian, his brother only shrugged.

“I can’t deny that not every mating is a happy one. I told you yesterday about Vivienne seducing mated males. That shouldn’t even be possible, should it?”

“I suppose not.”

Irene calmly finished eating her eggs and wiped her mouth delicately on her napkin.

“The mating process will enhance a true connection, lock it into place, so to speak, but it can’t create one that doesn’t exist.”

He shoved his chair back from the table, his thoughts racing.

“I need to run.”

“I’ll come with you.”

There was a hint of question in Adrian’s voice, and he nodded.

“I’d like that.”

Adrian followed him out onto the porch, shed his jeans, and transformed. Even his wolf was much bigger and more powerful than Derek had expected. He grinned and discarded his shorts before transforming.

His wolf growled happily, stretching, then nipped playfully at his brother’s shoulder and took off. Adrian howled and followed him. They ran through the forest, the scents still familiar after all this time. He’d never run with his brother before—wolves didn’t transform until puberty—but it felt right. They chased each other, hid and sprang out unexpectedly, even wrestled, and it was always playful even when it got a little rough.

They’d gone halfway up the mountain before stopping to lap at a stream, both of them panting. Then they sprawled on a sunny rock, soaking in the warmth of the sun. Adrian changed back first, rolling over to look at him.

“I can’t do that with anyone else. Not since Dad died and I became Alpha.”

He changed back as well.

“Why not?”

Adrian shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s always this tinge of fear, this reluctance to provoke the Alpha. And truthfully, I’m not sure that my wolf would permit it from anyone else.”

“I’m sorry I left you,” he blurted out. “I’m not sorry about leaving, but I am sorry about leaving you. I really thought you were happy here.”

Adrian sighed and rolled over again, looking up at the sky.

“I was happy back then, but I was still angry with you for leaving and I stayed angry for a long time. But eventually I realized that you did the right thing. Vivienne was poisoning everyone against you, even Dad.”

He knew. He’d seen it happening, seen the distance growing between him and his father, but he’d been powerless to prevent it. How could he fight rumors and innuendo? He’d felt trapped, but then Irene had tracked down a list of scholarships and helped him apply for them in secret. As soon as he was accepted, he left.

“I did try and contact you a few times,” he said. “But it was made clear to me that you didn’t want to speak to me.”

“Not by me. I didn’t know.”

He stared up at the sky too, watching the clouds drift by high overhead.

“That’s what Irene said when I moved back and she came to work for me. But by then I was so bitter, I didn’t believe her.”

“But you came back,” Adrian said quietly.

“Eventually.” It had only taken him fifteen years.

“But you did. You’re still a part of the pack.”

“No, but I’m still your brother. I would like to come and visit you.”

“And bring your mate?”

Adrian gave him a challenging look.

“I don’t know. It’s hard to… believe that it can work.”

“You mean you’re afraid?”

His wolf snarled, but he looked at Adrian and nodded.

His brother considered him for a moment, then suddenly grinned, the wide, happy smile that Derek remembered from his childhood.

“Well, unless you want to waste another fifteen years, get over it.”

Adrian transformed as he finished talking, then nipped Derek’s leg and raced off. He found himself grinning as he shifted and chased him. At first they played as they had on the climb, but as they got closer to the house, something in the air changed. He was overcome with a sudden sense of urgency. He looked over at Adrian, then took off running as fast as he’d ever run in his life, Adrian right on his heels.

He transformed as he leaped up the back steps, hitting the kitchen as a man. Elise was slumped on the floor in front of the stove, and the smell of Julie’s blood filled the air.


Chapter Nineteen



Julie drifted awake, smiling. She was a little disappointed to find Derek missing, but she had a distant memory of him kissing her goodbye.

Maybe it’s just as well, she thought as she eased herself out of bed. She was aching in places she didn’t know she could ache—and it had been worth every one—but she needed a little time to recover.

A long, hot shower helped, and by the time she was dressed her walk was only the tiniest bit stiff. She padded downstairs and found the kitchen empty. Where was everyone—or more specifically, where was Derek? There was a half pot of still hot coffee, so she poured herself a cup, then found some bread and popped it into the toaster.

The toast had just popped up again when Elise entered, hovering nervously in the doorway until Julie smiled at her.

“Hi. I was wondering where everyone had gone.”

“I don’t know, but then I’m not usually included.”

Elise pulled out a mixing bowl and started assembling ingredients. She didn’t sound bitter, just resigned.

“Why not?”

“My wolf is not very dominant, which puts me at the bottom of the pack. But it’s not just that. I don’t… think like they do.”

“Why don’t you leave?”

“And go where? I only have a high school education, no marketable skills, and I’m a wolf. We don’t function well on our own.”

Once again she merely sounded matter-of-fact rather than angry.

“Derek did.”

“But Derek is very dominant.”

“That’s for sure,” she agreed, her voice going dreamy as she remembered the previous night, then blushed when Elise smiled at her.

“That’s not exactly what I meant,” the girl said. “Just that he has the strength to be on his own. I don’t think I do.”

“I wasn’t sure I did either, when I moved here.”

“Why did you come?”

“Man trouble, of course. I had a previous relationship which ended badly. I just want to get away, to find some place where I wouldn’t make that mistake again.”

But hadn’t she? She’d fallen head over heels for Derek, and he’d never promised her a future between them. Her chest suddenly ached, but she ignored it and smiled at Elise.

“Is there someone special in your life?”

The girl turned fiery red, but she shook her head.

“No. I was trying to decide if I wanted to run in the Mate Hunt, but I’m not sure I have the courage for that either.”

“What’s the Mate Hunt?”

“Anyone who is single and interested can participate. The females shift first, then five minutes later the males shift and chase them through the woods.”

She wasn’t quite sure if her shiver was from excitement or fear. She’d enjoyed the thought of Derek chasing her, but being surrounded by wolves in a dark forest did not sound anywhere near as appealing.

“And then what?”

“If a male catches a female, he mates with her.”

Julie frowned at her.

“You mean if she agrees to it, don’t you?”

Elise hesitated, stirring her batter.

“It’s complicated. An unwilling female won’t submit, but sometimes the act of being defeated is enough to change that. Our wolves respect strength.”

“So it’s just an orgy in the woods?” she asked dryly, and Elise laughed.

“Maybe a little. But the reason it’s called the Mate Hunt is that we believe the right female’s scent will call to her male. And it’s true that a lot of mated couples met during a Mate Hunt.”

“It sounds a lot more effective than online dating. Why don’t you want to participate?”

“Like I said, I’m not dominant. I worry that my wolf might submit to a male just because of his physical prowess, and that’s not enough to build a relationship.” Elise focused on her hands as she sorted rolling out the dough. “And not all males participate.”

The slight betraying flush on the girl’s cheek gave her away.

“And who isn’t participating that you wish was there?”

“N-no one.” When Julie just looked at her, her color deepened. “He’s involved with someone else,” she blurted out.

“You mean he’s already mated?”

The girl looked genuinely shocked.

“Oh no. That would be very wrong. And no mated male would ever betray his female.”

She wasn’t quite as convinced, but she let it drop in favor of trying to figure out who Elise liked. Involved, but not mated. Not that that was much of a clue. She only knew a few people in the Pack, like the ones who’d been at dinner the previous night. Dinner… She suddenly remembered how much Elise’s color had fluctuated during the meal and the way John had encouraged her to talk after Vivienne left.

“You don’t mean John, do you?”

“Maybe. I know he’s off limits, but he’s so talented and kind and… big. He makes me feel safe.”

“I can see that. He seems much too nice for Vivienne.”

Elise nodded, then bit her lip.

“Don’t say that to anyone. She can be… dangerous.”

“Why, thank you, Elise.”

They both jumped as Vivienne came strolling into the kitchen. She was dressed in another one of her provocative outfits, but there was something different about her. It took Julie a minute to realize that it was because she’d dropped any attempt to hide her malice. Her features were twisted into a vicious sneer and her fangs were showing.

“What do you want?” Julie asked.

“You. Come with me.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Oh, but you are.”

Vivienne’s hands flexed and her claws emerged. The gesture wasn’t as smooth and effortless as when Derek had done it, but the results were the same.

“You can’t do this, Vivienne,” Elise whispered. “She’s Derek’s mate.”

“Is she? I don’t see or smell a mating bite.” Another sneer. “Just a lot of sex, but what else are humans good for?”

Was that all it had been? And was that why he hadn’t bitten her? She’d actually been surprised that he hadn’t after the number of times he’d teased her with his fangs. Her chest started to ache, but she refused to give the other woman the satisfaction of knowing how much her words had hurt.

“At least he wanted to have sex with me. He was never interested in you, was he?”

Vivienne snarled and raised a clawed hand, but Elise launched herself at her.

“No!”

She managed to grab Vivienne’s arm, but the other woman used the grip to fling her away again. Elise’s head cracked against the stove, and she collapsed to the ground.

“No! Elise!”

Julie started towards her but Vivienne intercepted her, sinking her claws into her arm.

“Forget her. You’re coming with me.”

“No, I’m not.”

She tried to yank her arm free, ignoring the painful bite of Vivienne’s claws, but she couldn’t escape her grip. Vivienne laughed, and Julie opened her mouth to scream for help. But the other woman snarled and the last thing she saw was Vivienne’s fist flying towards her face.

When she regained consciousness, she was sprawled on a rough wooden floor. Every part of her body ached, her arm throbbed painfully, and her face felt like she’d been hit with a sledgehammer. She cautiously opened her eyes and sat up, her head spinning. There was a big, empty sack on the floor next to her, reeking of some kind of herb, and she had the sinking feeling she’d been brought here—wherever here was—in that sack.

Her head finally stopped spinning enough for her to look around. She was on the floor of what looked like an abandoned cabin. One of the walls sagged, and there were multiple gaps in the boards that made up the walls. The windows were boarded over but sunlight still made its way inside through the gaps. The only furniture was a large, new-looking bed with Vivienne sprawled across it reading a magazine. She seemed totally absorbed in it and Julie eyed the door, trying to decide if she could make it outside without being caught.

“I wouldn’t try it if I were you. Unless you really want a matching set of scars on your other arm.” Vivienne finally looked up, her eyes glowing yellow in the dim light. “Or perhaps I’ll choose a more… personal location.”

Julie couldn’t suppress a shudder, and the other woman gave a satisfied laugh before returning to her magazine. She might have attempted it anyway, but she remembered how quickly a werewolf could move. Without the element of surprise, she didn’t stand a chance. Even if she had been able to surprise her, she wasn’t particularly optimistic about her chances of escape.

“Why are you doing this? You know Derek will come after me.”

Whatever doubts she might have about how long their relationship would last, she had no doubt about that.

“Good. In fact I’m counting on it.”

Her thoughts still felt dizzy and unfocused and she frowned, trying to make sense of what Vivienne was saying.

“You want him to find me. Why?”

“Because I’m tired of this pack. I’m tired of being hidden away in these mountains. I want out and I want enough money to start over—and Derek has plenty. If I’d known how successful he was going to be, I’d have left with him.”

“He wouldn’t have taken you.”

Vivienne snarled, her wolf flashing across her features, before she twisted her face into a complacent smile.

“You’re wrong. He was easy enough to seduce.”

The thought made her feel sick, but she shook her head again.

“I don’t believe you. It may have been a long time ago, but he hasn’t changed that much.”

Vivienne scowled, but then she shrugged a shoulder and gave her fake tinkling laugh.

“I don’t really care. You’d better just hope that the sex was good enough that he’s willing to pay to get you back. I’m skeptical, but hopefully you’re new enough that whatever sick thrill he gets from fucking his prey hadn’t worn off yet.”

Her head was spinning again, and this time it had nothing to do with the knock Vivienne had given her.

“Prey?”

“Humans are a lesser species, a weaker one.”

She remembered when he’d said that before, when he was telling her not to run from him. But it had been… affectionate—and he’d never given any indication that he thought of her as less because she was human. Vivienne was wrong, but there was no point in arguing with her. She slumped back against the rickety wall, taking another look around the cabin from under her lashes. She knew Derek was coming, but she still wanted to know if there was anything she could use as a weapon.


Chapter Twenty



Adrian was only a second behind Derek as he raced into the kitchen, and he brushed past where he stood frozen in the doorway to kneel next to Elise.

“She’s alive.” He gave Derek a grim look. “Vivienne.”

“I picked up her scent too.”

He had to force down the panic. Why would Vivienne have taken her? For revenge? It didn’t make sense.

He tensed as the door swung open, but this time it was Irene. She swore with unexpected fluency as she crouched next to Elise, then looked up at him.

“Vivienne took your mate.”

It wasn’t a question, but he nodded anyway. His wolf was howling, dangerously close to the surface.

“I don’t know why. Or where she would have taken her.”

“I’ll get Coleman to start organizing a search party,” Adrian said. He paused long enough to clasp Derek’s shoulder before hurrying out of the room.

Irene had gathered a basin of water and a clean cloth and was kneeling next to Elise again, gently cleaning the wound on her head. Elise’s eyes fluttered open.

“Julie,” she whispered.

“What happened? Where did she go?” he demanded, and Irene glared at him before turning back to Elise and lowering her voice.

“Do you remember what happened, Elise?”

“Vivienne told Julie to go with her.” The girl’s voice was a tiny thread. “I tried to stop it, but I wasn’t strong enough…”

“That’s not your fault,” Irene said firmly. “You were very brave to try.”

Vivienne had wanted Julie to go with her, but why? If she’d wanted to hurt his mate out of some twisted sense of revenge she wouldn’t have needed to take her anywhere.

The door opened again, and he had a wild moment of hope before he saw John standing there.

“What happened?” he growled, his voice harsher than Derek had ever heard it.

At the sound of his voice, Elise burst into tears and he immediately went to her side, cradling her in his arms as he sniffed the air.

“Vivienne?” he asked grimly.

“She took my mate, but I don’t know why or where she took her.”

“I don’t know why either, but I can guess where. There’s an old cabin in the woods, up by the ridge. We used to meet there,” he said, wincing when Elise tried to turn her head away.

Derek was already halfway to the door.

“Tell Adrian!” he yelled at Irene, then shifted and ran.

He remembered the cabin, but he wasn’t sure of the exact location and he had to slow when he reached the ridge, searching for their scents. He couldn’t pick up either of them. His wolf wanted to howl with frustration, but he forced himself to stand still, to search the air again. Still nothing except a heavy herbal scent. Too heavy, he realized, his heart starting to pound. He focused on the scent, tracking it through the woods until the cabin came into view.

His wolf wanted to attack, but he couldn’t take the chance of Vivienne hurting his mate. He shifted back to his human form and moved closer, staying low to the ground as he surveyed the cabin. Vivienne was inside. He could see her clearly through one of the gaps in the walls. But where was Julie? He crept forward, circling the cabin, and finally located her on the far side. She was slumped against the wall and he could see the red gleam of blood on her arm.

He forced himself to move slowly, even though his wolf was snarling furiously, demanding Vivienne’s blood for daring to hurt his mate. He checked the distance between her and his mate, then slammed through the door, the rotten boards giving way. Vivienne looked up in shock, and a sudden, furious rage swamped him. With a roar, he leaped across the room, his claws closing around her throat. She tried to gasp for air as he lifted her up and slammed her against the wall.

“You dared to harm my mate,” he snarled, and sank his claws into her throat.

Her blood ran down over his hand, but he only tightened his grip, determined to prevent her from causing any more harm.

“Derek,” Julie whispered from behind him, and he whipped his head around.

As soon as he did, Vivienne raked her claws across his chest, and the shock made him release her throat. He started to reach for her again, but Julie sobbed his name and she was more important than his revenge. He could still feel the rage, could still hear his wolf snarling and pacing, but he could also think. He abandoned Vivienne and went to Julie, his rage flaring again as he saw the claw marks beneath the blood on her arm as he lifted her carefully into his arms.

Her face was pale, her eyes still wide with shock, and there was a horrendous bruise down one side of her face, but she was here and she was alive and now she was safe in his arms where she belonged. Thank God.

“I love you, my little human.”

His arms tightened around her as she gave a choked sob.

“Oh, God, I love you too. I was so scared, but I knew you’d come.”

He wanted to kiss her but her face was so bruised he was afraid of hurting her. The fact that her arm was still bleeding also worried him and he carefully raised it towards his mouth.

“This is going to seem odd, but I promise it will help you heal.”

“Okay,” she whispered, her eyes widening as he began gently licking the wound.

Her blood was as sweet as everything else about her, and he made sure to attend to each scratch before lifting his head. The wounds were no longer bleeding and she gave him a dazed look.

“That worked.”

“Of course. Now let’s get you back to the house.”

“What about Vivienne?”

“I don’t give a damn about her.”

“You can’t just leave her here to die. Couldn’t you close her wounds the way you closed mine?”

“Absolutely not. Her blood would be like poison for me.”

“Oh. Maybe you could bandage it? Please? We have to do something.”

“You are far too soft-hearted, my little human.”

But he sighed and carefully placed her back down, before stalking over to Vivienne, slumped against the wall.

“Vivienne,” he said sharply, and her eyes opened. “I am going to call your wolf.”

He put enough command into his voice that her eyes dropped submissively, although he didn’t miss the flare of hatred.

“Y-yes, Alpha.”

Even though it disgusted him to make the connection, he called her wolf. As soon as she shifted, her healing abilities kicked in and the bleeding began to slow. She would live.

Dismissing her, he returned to his mate and picked her up again. He’d just carried her outside when Adrian’s wolf appeared, accompanied by a dozen other wolves. Adrian quickly shifted back.

“How is she?”

“My mate is injured,” he growled, his anger flaring again as she jerked in his arms.

“Do you want a doctor?”

He looked down at Julie, but she shook her head.

“No. But Vivienne may,” he said reluctantly. “She is inside the cabin and she is injured, but I called her wolf to help her heal.”

Something flashed across Adrian’s face, before he nodded and ordered one of the other males to check on her.

“I’m surprised you bothered.”

“My mate has a tender heart. Now I’m taking her home.”

“Of course. I’ll take care of things here.”

“Thank you.”

He set off through the woods, but it was much slower moving as a man. He wished he could shift but then he wouldn’t be able to carry Julie. He settled for the fastest pace he could find that didn’t make her flinch.

When they finally reached the house, he paused in the kitchen long enough to let Irene, John, and a still pale Elise know that she was safe.

Irene nodded. “I knew you’d find her.”

“And Vivienne?” John asked quietly.

“Wounded but alive. Adrian is there now.”

“I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop her,” Elise whispered, and Julie raised her head enough to smile at her.

“Not your fault.”

“But…”

“Later,” he interrupted. “Right now I am taking Julie to bed. She needs to rest.”

“Be sure you let her,” Irene called after him as he left.

Julie was half asleep when he reached the bedroom, but she roused when he put her down.

“Don’t go,” she whispered.

“Never.”

He stripped and climbed into the bed, gathering her back into his arms. She curled against him, but she didn’t fall asleep right away.

“She wanted money,” she said quietly. “She thought you’d pay to get me back.”

“She was right. I would have given her everything I had to make sure you were safe.”

“You called me your mate.”

“Because you are. Now go to sleep, sweetness. We can talk later.”

“Yes, sir,” she murmured, her lips curving, and obeyed.


Chapter Twenty-One



Julie woke to find Derek gently licking her cheek.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” he said apologetically, “But I wanted you to start healing.”

She looked down at the arm Vivienne had clawed and was shocked that only five long red scratches remained. It looked as though it had happened weeks ago, although it was still tender when she flexed her arm.

“That’s amazing. How long did I sleep?”

“About four hours. Irene brought some tea if you want some. And Adrian stopped by to let me know that Vivienne has been exiled.”

“What does that mean?”

“That she’s no longer welcome in our pack. Most of the other packs won’t accept an exile either. Adrian sent her to the city under guard. As soon as she’s well enough to travel, she will be given a plane ticket and sent to the mainland.”

She gave a sigh of relief. As much as she disliked Vivienne, she didn’t want her death on Derek’s conscience.

“I’m glad she’s alive.”

“I don’t share your feelings, but I can live with this solution.”

“I have so many questions, but first, will you kiss me, please?”

His eyes glowed the familiar green as he bent towards her, but despite the gentle press of his lips, she winced. Her mouth was still swollen from the blow Vivienne had delivered. He growled, then licked her lips several times before raising his head again.

“I think more kissing will have to wait. What do you want to know?”

She couldn’t look at him, concentrating on the pulse in his throat instead.

“You called me your mate. Is that a… temporary thing?”

He growled again. “No. You are mine, Julie, do you hear me?”

“Vivienne said I wasn’t because you didn’t bite me.”

“She was wrong.” This time he looked away. “But I was fighting my feelings. That’s why I didn’t bite you last night.”

“And now? Are you still fighting them?”

“No. I was an idiot and I realized it as soon as I thought I’d lost you. And before you ask, I meant exactly what I said earlier. I love you.”

Tears pricked her eyes, but she gave him a misty smile.

“And I love you too.”

“Good.” His hand slid down to knead her ass. “And as soon as you’ve recovered we can celebrate.”

“That sounds perfect. Can I have some tea, please?”

“Of course.” He poured her a cup, then sat back against the headboard, supporting her as she drank. The warm liquid soothed her dry throat and left a pleasant trail of warmth down into her stomach.

“Ready for more questions?” she asked.

“As long as you’re up for it, yes.”

She took a deep breath. It shouldn’t matter, but she wanted to know the truth.

“Vivienne said she seduced you.”

He tensed beneath her, but he shook his head.

“She didn’t—but she tried.”

“Even though she was mated to your father?” Why was she even surprised?

“Yes. I must have been about fifteen or sixteen. She just started showing up in my room, or finding me out in the woods. She liked trying to catch me naked so she could see if her games were affecting me.”

“Did they?”

“I never wanted her, but I couldn’t always ignore her completely. Most species wrestle with adolescence, but it can be especially severe with wolves because both parts of us are going through it. Our hormones run wild. She never actually touched me, but she would say things… suggest things…”

He shuddered, and she hugged him fiercely.

“You were just a teenager. How could she do that to you? For that matter, why would she do it to begin with?”

“Power. Her wolf was one of the lowest ranked in the pack, and she didn’t have any alpha traits. What she did have was an attractive face and body, and absolutely no scruples about using them to get what she wanted. That’s why she went after my father to begin with—for the power of being the Alpha’s mate. Because I was the heir she wanted me in her thrall as well, although she would probably have settled for blackmail if I’d ever given in to her. When I proved… resistant, she started a campaign of rumors against me.”

He shrugged, but she could hear the bitterness in his voice.

“That was one of the reasons why I left,” he added.

“And you were never tempted to return and claim your title as Alpha?”

“I really wasn’t. I’m glad that Adrian and I are working things out, although he may retreat a little after today.”

“Why?”

He sighed, and she stroked her fingers soothingly down his chest.

“Because I called Vivienne’s wolf. Only the Alpha should be able to do that. I think—I hope—that we can get past it. I even hope we can come back and visit, but no, this life is a long way behind me. I prefer the city and my penthouse and my sexy little assistant.”

She smiled and snuggled closer.

“I’m glad.”

“And you’re going to move in with me.”

Her breath caught, but she gave him a teasing look. “Are you asking me or telling me?”

“Telling you, although⁠—”

“I can always say no?” She shook her head. “I would love to move in with you.”

His eyes glowed and he tried to kiss her, but even though her face felt better, she couldn’t help flinching and he sighed.

“I can’t wait to claim you properly.”

Claim her…

“I have an idea.”

“What?”

“The Mate Hunt is tomorrow night. Why don’t we take part?” His cock immediately stiffened beneath her and she laughed. “I guess you like that idea.”

“Very much. As long as you’re sure.”

“As long as you promise that you’ll be the one to catch me, then yes.”

“No one else will lay a finger on you,” he growled.

“Good. Now you mentioned something yesterday about making sure I was clean? Because I could really use a shower and I don’t think I can manage by myself. Sir.”

He laughed, then carried her into the bathroom and made sure she was thoroughly, completely clean.


Chapter Twenty-Two



The next night, Julie stood with a group of female wolves, rocking nervously from foot to foot. They all knew why she was there, but none of them seemed bothered by it. In fact a few of them had told her that they appreciated her respect for their customs. So I can’t chicken out now.

Most of the other women were naked, but she wasn’t quite ready to adopt that custom. She’d decided on a short nightgown instead and she plucked nervously at the hem as she looked over her shoulder. None of the male wolves were allowed into the clearing until after the females had started, but she really wished she could see Derek.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Elise asked.

“I’m fine.”

Between Derek’s magic tongue and an abundance of sleep, she felt like herself again.

“What about you?” she asked.

The vivid scar on Elise’s head was still clearly visible, but her friend shrugged as she looked over her shoulder as well.

“I’m fine. I just wish…”

“You knew if John was running?”

Elise gave a shy nod, and Julie pulled her a little away from the other females.

“I overheard something this afternoon,” she whispered.

Adrian had been talking to Derek and they’d both thought she was asleep. As Derek had predicted, Adrian had definitely been a little stiff around him but she didn’t think it would last much longer.

“Adrian said that John was going away for a few weeks. He feels guilty that he let himself fall into Vivienne’s trap.”

“It wasn’t his fault that she took advantage of him,” Elise said indignantly.

“I agree, but I guess he needs to work through it. Which means…”

“Which means that he’s not here.” Her friend reached over and squeezed her hand. “Thank you for letting me know. I’m going to withdraw—unless you want me to run with you?”

“No, I’ll be fine.”

I hope.

After all, all she had to do was run. Irene had advised her to run next to the stream.

“It’s an easier path and the water will help disguise your scent.” Those pale eyes twinkled. “You don’t need to make it too easy for him.”

At the time she’d laughed and agreed. Right now she wasn’t so sure.

“Get ready.” Irene lifted a big gong. “Go!”

The gong sounded, a deep, reverberating sound that seemed to shake her bones. She squeezed Elise’s hand again and then she ran. Her heart pounded, her blood fizzing with excitement as she scrambled along beside the stream. It seemed like only seconds later when the second gong sounded, immediately followed by a chorus of howls that made the fine hair on the back of her neck stand up.

She ran faster, her breath coming in loud pants, and her nipples so tight they ached. More howls, many of them sounding far too close. Was one of them Derek? She burst into a small mossy clearing and stumbled to a halt. The full moon illuminated the clearing, revealing a huge black wolf waiting for her, a low growl coming from his throat. She had foolishly imagined that he would transform into a wolf like the ones she’d seen on television, but this one was so large he took her breath away. His head was on the same level as her breasts as he prowled towards her and she froze.

“Derek?” she whispered, but the wolf only growled again.

Was that a yes?

The wolf circled her and she jumped when he sniffed between her legs. Green eyes gleamed at her and she breathed a great sigh of relief. She knew those eyes.

“So you’re his wolf,” she murmured. “I’m pleased to meet you.”

She reached out her hand and let him sniff it, then buried her hands in the thick fur surrounding his face, rubbing behind his ears. He gave a low rumble and pressed against her.

“What a good boy,” she said, then immediately felt embarrassed. However, the wolf didn’t seem to mind, rubbing his head against her and asking for more.

Another howl sounded close to them, and the wolf tensed, his hackles rising. The sound faded and he looked back at her.

“Can I see Derek now?”

There was a brief hesitation, then a small shower of lights filled the air, as if he were dissolving and reassembling. Then Derek was there. Tall and gorgeous and naked, already so erect that his cock was reaching up towards his stomach. He stalked towards her and her heart skipped a beat. He looked far wilder than his wolf.

Heart pounding wildly she took a step back and then another, and started to turn and run. She didn’t even make it one step before he pounced on her, yanking her back against that hard body.

“Mine,” he growled, his voice barely recognizable.

He yanked impatiently at her nightgown, ripping it away before his hands closed over her breasts. His claws were still out, pricking her with exciting little stings. He pinched her nipples hard enough to make her gasp and her pussy flooded with heat.

“Yours.”

He retracted his claws, then thrust his hand between her legs, plunging two fingers into her with a sudden stretch that might have been painful if she hadn’t been so aroused. He removed his fingers, and then she was flying through the air, landing with a startled yelp on a soft bed of moss. She tried to roll over, but he was on her, pinning her beneath his body, his cock nudging her entrance.

“Mine,” he repeated, and thrust forward, filling her with one powerful stroke.

The pleasure threatened to overwhelm her, almost frightening in its intensity, but he stroked a hand down her back, reassuring her. He pulled out, then pushed back in, slow and deep, over and over again. Each thrust sent sparks shooting through her, and she couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but accept his claiming.

The pace of his thrusts picked up and her pussy clenched, hovering on the knife edge of pleasure. He leaned down over her and his fangs grazed her neck.

“Now,” he ordered, and then his fangs sank into her neck with a fiery streak of pain before her orgasm exploded through her, sending her flying as fireworks burst behind her eyes.

She was dimly aware that he had slowed his pace, but he was still inside her, still huge and hot.

“Derek,” she whispered, and he stroked her back again. Then he lifted her ass until she was on her hands and knees.

“Good girl. Now open for me.”

She spread her legs farther apart and then he was pressing into her again, slow and deep, and it was perfect. He stroked her buttocks, his touch light and gentle, but the pleasure was already starting to build again.

“Are you ready?” he growled.

“Yes, sir.”

His grip on her hips tightened and he started thrusting into her, slowly at first but picking up speed and force until her breasts were bouncing and she had to press her face into her arms to keep from crying out. The scent of moss filled her head, mingling with his spicy scent, and she could hear wolves howling all around them, the cries echoing in the night.

His fingers slid down her front, tweaking her nipples, and then lower, stroking her clit until she was panting, trying desperately to thrust back against him. His fingers tightened on her clit, and her climax hit her fast and hard, her cry rising into the night to join the howling. He groaned and plunged his cock deep, his hot seed shooting into her as the base of his cock began to expand, that rough band of skin rubbing against the sensitive inside of her channel as he grew and grew, stretching her around him until she was so full she could barely breathe.

Then his fingers danced across her clit again and another climax took her. The world sheeted white and her muscles gave way, collapsing down onto the moss with him still inside her and over her, surrounding her. He rolled their joined bodies to one side, his arms tightening possessively around her as they both tried to catch their breath.

“Did I hurt you, my little human?” he asked at last, his voice heavy with satisfaction.

“Not even a little bit.”

He nuzzled the back of her neck, and she shivered.

“Is it always like that?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never knotted before. But now I have claimed you in every way, my mate.”

“Yes.”

Her voice sounded equally satisfied, and she smiled.

“How long will this last?”

She gave an experimental wiggle. They both groaned, and she felt his cock jerk inside her.

“Forever if you keep doing that.”

“Forever sounds perfect,” she said dreamily.

He laughed and nuzzled her mating bite.

“I love you, little human.”

“I love you too.”


Epilogue



Three months later…

“Ms. Taylor,” Derek growled through the intercom. “It’s time for our meeting.”

“Yes, sir.”

Her stomach gave the same excited little flip it did every day at this time. He now had three hours blocked out on his calendar, and the additional one was just for them. Sometimes they shared a quick meal—she frequently brought him food—but more often than not she ended up bent over his desk or in his lap or sprawled across the vintage Mies van der Rohe couch he’d added to his office.

She loved it when he was all dominant and commanding in his office, or when he chased her wildly through their garden and took her hard and deep, or those long, sweet nights in their bed.

I just love him, she thought, and she was smiling when she entered his office.

He was sitting behind his desk, looking every inch the stern CEO, and heat curled in her stomach.

“Ms. Taylor, it has been reported to me that you have been coming to the office wearing inappropriate clothing.”

“Me, sir?”

She was wearing a white pencil skirt and a pink peplum blouse with the pearls he had given her around her neck.

“Indeed.”

He rose to his feet, then stepped out from behind his desk and prowled around her. Even when they were playing, that predatory air always made her heart beat just a little bit faster. He stopped behind her, leaning close enough that the warmth of his breath teased her neck. He ran his finger over her mating bite as he so often did. Not only did it please him, she’d discovered that it was extremely sensitive.

“Is something wrong, sir?”

She raised her hand to touch the same place, flashing her engagement ring at him. That pleased him too, the sight of his claim on her in the human world—even if he had gone a little overboard. The first ring he’d given her had been so big she refused to wear it. The second one was still flashier than she would have liked, but she could live with it, especially since it mattered so much to him.

“All appears correct on the surface, but sometimes you have to dig deeper. Remove your blouse.”

Her fingers actually trembled slightly as she unbuttoned it, sliding it slowly down over her shoulders to reveal the matching pink lace bra, her nipples clearly visible through the thin lace.

“Very troubling,” he said, pinching her nipples firmly enough to make her squeak. “I believe I need to investigate further. Remove your skirt.”

She obeyed and watched, her breath coming in short gasps, as he kneeled in front of her. His warm breath brushed against her damp curls, making her shiver.

“Very interesting,” he murmured. He hooked a finger in the waistband of her pink lace panties and pulled them down. “This definitely requires further investigation.”

He put his big hands on her hips, holding her firmly in place as he licked from her opening up to her clit. Her knees threatened to buckle, but his hands held her steady as he looked up at her.

“What do you think, Ms. Taylor?”

“I agree, sir. More investigation is definitely required.”

Then he licked her again and she lost the ability to speak.

Derek carried his half-asleep mate up the stairs. There was a utility stair leading to the penthouse behind his office and he’d had it expanded and decorated so it could be used as a private link between them. It came in very handy at moments like these when he didn’t want to put her down but he also didn’t want to carry her through the main offices.

“I was going to check on the Bridges contract,” she said, yawning.

“You need your rest. You’ve been working too hard.”

“Maybe I just haven’t been sleeping very much,” she teased, but he was starting to feel a little concerned. Several times in the past few weeks she’d fallen asleep after they made love in the afternoon and slept for several hours. She was usually far more energetic.

He put her down on the bed, intending to let her sleep, but she reached for him and he went willingly.

“Are you ready for more, little human?” He tugged lightly on her nipple, and she squeaked just as she had earlier. “Is something wrong?”

“No, it feels good. My breasts are just really sensitive lately. It must be getting close to that time of the month… Oh my God.” She sat straight up, almost slamming his nose with her elbow, a panicked look on her face. “It can’t be.”

He rubbed his nose gingerly.

“Sweetness, what are you talking about?”

“Time of the month,” she said impatiently. “Irene left a section in the binder about the time of the month. Most of it was about the phases of the moon and how they affect you.”

“That doesn’t surprise me, but I don’t understand the significance.”

“It was mostly about that, but there was a section on what to do when I had my period.”

“All right?”

“But I’ve never used it. Because I’ve never had one.”

She looked at him expectantly as his heart started to race.

“You don’t mean…”

“Yes. I think I’m pregnant.”

His hand was actually shaking as he placed it very carefully over her stomach. Was it rounder? Were her breasts fuller?

“A child. Our child,” he whispered.

She bit her lip. “But maybe I’m wrong. I’m on the birth control shot. I need to take a test… What are you doing?”

He’d lowered her back down, holding her hands over her head as he inhaled her scent from her neck and her breasts and her stomach and finally nuzzled his face into her soft curls again.

“How could I have missed it?”

“Missed what?”

“Your scent has changed. It’s richer, sweeter. I thought it was because of our mating, but it’s more than that.” He rose back over her, careful not to put any weight on her. “You don’t need a test, sweetness. You’re pregnant.”

“But the shot…”

“Doesn’t always work against a wolf, especially a mated one. I heard about it after I left the island, but I was never interested in a human female before and it’s been so long I’d forgotten about it.”

She was watching her face, her expression unreadable.

“Do you mind? That our baby will be half-human? That he or she might not shift.”

He hesitated.

“It wouldn’t bother me at all, but I should warn you that our genes are very dominant. The odds are that our child will have a wolf.”

His own wolf was howling happily.

“So you’re happy about it?”

“Happy? I’m thrilled, ecstatic, overjoyed. I need to make plans. We’ll need to add a bedroom up here and maybe a nursery next to our offices if you still want to come to work, and I should start a trust for the baby, and⁠—”

She yanked his head down and kissed him, her mouth hungry and demanding despite the salt from her tears.

“I love you so much,” she whispered when he finally raised his head. “Now make love to me. I need you.”

“I love you too,” he growled, and very happily obeyed.

Julie fell asleep almost as soon as her body stopped shaking, but he was too excited to sleep. He climbed quietly out of bed and wandered out onto the terrace. He had a table set up outside the bedroom so he could work, but still keep an eye on her. He liked having her close by, and she didn’t seem bothered by his possessiveness.

He had been forced to accept that sometimes she wanted to go off and do something with a friend, but her happiness was important enough to him that he had learned to overcome those instincts—at least occasionally. He suspected it was going to be even more difficult now, but they would work it out.

Instead of opening his laptop, he strolled along the edge of the pool, smiling at the small fleet of yellow plastic ducks she’d added. She’d made other changes too, adding furniture and color, and there would be even more of that now.

His house now felt like a home. She enjoyed inviting their friends to visit, and she’d even convinced his brother to come for a few days.

There had been some uncomfortable moments, but they’d run together in the garden and he knew their relationship was healing. And now Adrian was going to be an uncle. He was surprised to realize how much he was looking forward to sharing that news with him. Perhaps I should consider building a place near Moonstone, he thought, looking across at the distant peaks. Still there was time enough for that.

But even though he returned to the table and opened his laptop, he spent more time thinking about that future than he did working.

He’d accomplished very little when two warm arms slid around his neck and Julie kissed the side of his neck. He tilted his head and she obeyed the silent invitation, nibbling down the line of his neck as his cock began to swell.

She’s tired, he reminded himself and gently pulled her around and onto his lap.

She smiled up at him, her face radiant even though her eyes were still heavy with sleep.

“How are you feeling?”

“Better. I enjoyed my nap.”

She snuggled against him as he put his hand protectively over the slight curve of her stomach, completely content.

“By the way, we’re having guests for dinner tomorrow night,” she said innocently a little while later, but he knew her too well.

“Who?” he asked suspiciously.

“I thought it would be nice to invite John since he’s here in the city to install that sculpture you commissioned. You like him, don’t you?”

“I do, even though I never thought I’d say that about one of Vivienne’s lovers. Then again, he wasn’t the first male to be fooled by her.”

“And as soon as he realized what she was really like, he ended things.”

“I know. You don’t have to convince me. Who else?”

She started plucking at the hem of her nightgown, avoiding his eyes.

“I thought Elise might like to come. Even though Mrs. Tidiwell has been wonderful with her, I think she misses the pack.”

Elise was one of his new interns. She had taken over Julie’s apartment after she’d moved into the penthouse, and her former landlady had immediately taken the girl under her wing. He laughed and lifted her chin so he could see her face.

“Are you matchmaking, little human?”

“Maybe. Just a little. Do you mind?”

“Not really. As long as you don’t try and push either of them into something before they’re ready.”

“Of course not. I’m taking Irene’s approach—throw them together and see what happens.”

He frowned.

“Irene wouldn’t do that.”

“Wouldn’t she?” Her eyes sparkled. “I was going through some deleted files trying to find something yesterday, and I found her notes on all the candidates for her replacement. Very candid and not particularly flattering notes for the most part, but do you know what she said about me?”

“I’m afraid to ask.”

“‘Perfect for Derek.’ She set us up from the very beginning.”

He gave her a stunned look, and then he started to laugh helplessly.

“I should have known,” he said finally. “And, as always, she was absolutely right.”
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The Strip Down
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The Alien Invasion Series

Alien Selection

Alien Conquest

Alien Prisoner

Alien Breeder

Alien Alliance

Alien Hope

Alien Castaway

Alien Chief

Alien Ruler
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FANTASY

The Five Kingdoms

The Orc’s Hidden Bride

The Orc’s Stolen Bride


About the Author


Honey Phillips writes steamy science fiction stories about hot alien warriors and the human women they can’t resist. From abductions to invasions, the ride might be rough, but the end always satisfies.

Honey wrote and illustrated her first book at the tender age of five. Her writing has improved since then. Her drawing skills, unfortunately, have not. She loves writing, reading, traveling, cooking, and drinking champagne - not necessarily in that order.

Honey loves to hear from her wonderful readers! You can stalk her at any of the following locations…

www.facebook.com/HoneyPhillipsAuthor

www.bookbub.com/authors/honey-phillips

www.instagram.com/HoneyPhillipsAuthor

www.honeyphillips.com
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