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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      The low light in the dining room of Amare usually suited Marco DiSanti’s tastes—all the better to prowl in the semidark. Plus, shadows gave him panty-dropping cheekbones and made his eyes pop. Squinting through candlelight was tantamount to beer goggles, in Marco’s experience.

      But tonight, something felt different. Itchy, like he’d forgotten he was wearing wool, or staticky, like he kept touching a light socket in the dry air. He couldn’t put his finger on it, and the half-dark made everyone seem sinister. Or romantic, if you were into that.

      The farther he strolled into the dining room, the more electric his insides became. Someone was out there, and judging from the only other time he’d felt this way, he assumed it was another shifter.

      His first instinct was to ignore the sensation, but even as wrapped up as he had been in preparing a special plate of crudo for one of the A-listers who frequented Amare, he could not block out the pull. He had done his best to tightly shave segments of fish and arrange them on the platter, but he had to turn the task over and wander out among the humans.

      Partly out of curiosity, partly out of annoyance, Marco stalked between the heavy, naked oak tables and high-backed, tufted leather chairs. His employer liked him to schmooze with the ineffably wealthy clientele, but he had no patience for the old millionaires trying to impress their gold-digging dates, or the D-list celebrities maxing out credit cards in a desperate attempt to look relevant.

      He felt like he was on a mission.

      One of the waiters streamed past him, angling plates of elegantly arranged pasta nests onto one of the long tables. Marco made unfortunate eye contact with Troy, his floor manager, who pointed at the table as though it were Marco’s responsibility.

      “Chef DiSanti,” said a pock-faced actor when Marco finally stopped. “A revelation, as usual.” The man pointed to his plate and Marco offered a bow. He put on the affected Italian accent everyone expected.

      “Grazie, grazie,” he offered. “Thank you so much-a, Joe. You know I make-a de best only for you.”

      The actor and his wife gushed over the food and Marco continued to bow and smile. Tourists. They lived for the show.

      “You know, I’ve been to Italy many times, and you are the real deal, Marco.” The older man stood and shook his hand, but Marco already had his eyes on the next table, looking for the source of the itch.

      “Yes, you must have Italy in your veins, my boy,” the blonde-wigged companion smiled up through impeccable teeth. “Because your food is unbelievable.”

      Marco gave her a wiggle of the brows that sent a blush up underneath all her makeup. He was just about to kiss the woman’s hand when he spotted her.

      The source of the itch.

      Sitting in the very back, face hidden by a menu, her long, dark hair spilled over her shoulder and contrasted sharply with the white leather of the chair. So…the shifter was a woman?

      He hadn’t met one of those before, unless you counted his long-estranged mother—which he didn’t. This should be interesting.

      Marco pressed his lips quickly to the older woman’s hand, and begged away. Each table glanced up at him expectantly, as though he might stop and pay his attentions to them next, but he had found his mission.

      One of the waiters stopped at the shifter’s table and the menu came down. Her eyes settled on him, over the top of the chair in front of her, and wrecked his insides, setting everything on fire.

      He’d felt lust before—hell, he made people lust after him for a living—but this… He’d never felt this before.

      Marco’s jaw fell open just a touch and he let her see his tongue working inside his mouth, letting her imagine all the things he might do to her with that tongue. Her eyes seemed to twinkle, almost in amusement, and Marco felt the challenge rise inside him.

      He put on his best sexy-playboy-chef ice stare and kept stalking through people, toward her. When he got a little closer, he could hear her back-and-forth with the waiter, although her eyes didn’t leave Marco’s.

      “And don’t give me any of this bullshit cucumber water with extra oxygen, or whatever the fuck y’all pump into this place to make me spend money. Just open the tap into a glass, like a human being, and bring me some fucking water.” She handed the menu to the stunned waiter. “No fuckin’ sparkles, okay?”

      The waiter stuttered and took the menu. “Y-y-yes, ma’am.”

      “And I want the tasting menu. The secret one. With all the wine pairings.”

      “Of course, yes. Certainly.” The waiter saw Marco approach and his eyes went wide, begging to be saved.

      Marco approached the table with languid ease, sliding his arms onto the back of the chair opposite her like he might be caressing a lover. “Ciao, Signorina. And what-a brings you to mi Amare this eve-ning?”

      Her eyes flickered between him and the silent waiter, still holding the paper menu like a shield. She shook her head.

      “If this is the chef that I’ve heard so much about, he can drop the fake Italian bullshit. I can smell an actor from the Million Mile Mall. Just make my food and leave me the fuck alone.” She narrowed her gaze. “This isn’t the Olive Garden. I don’t need you to make salad on me or any shit like that.”

      With a dismissive wave of her hand, she turned to her phone, swiping angrily at some letters on the screen. Marco nodded at the waiter and switched to his flat Nevada accent.

      “Please put in the lady’s order.”

      Without looking up, she called out, “And remember what I said about the sparkles.”

      Marco studied her as she texted. She was drop-dead hot, easily the most beautiful woman in the room—which probably meant she knew she was hot. No one had that kind of skin and cheekbones and lips and tits and didn’t know she was a goddess.

      But all her energy read unavailable. Like blaring lights and sirens, una-fuckin-vailable.

      Normally, Marco rose to a challenge, but something was different about this woman. Well, for starters, he was pretty sure she wasn’t a woman. No one made his wolf growl inside like another shifter, and the one male shifter he’d met in his life hadn’t come anywhere near this woman. She was the Disneyland firecracker show of shifters to the beast inside him.

      Plus, it wasn’t her wolf that was on the offensive. There was something distinctly normal about her anger, if he could just find out what it was.

      Marco pulled the chair out and sat down across from her.

      Her icy eyes slid up his body and landed on his face. He saw the nostril flare, the pupil dilation. She felt something, too. Instead of more bullshit, he opted for the head-on approach—she appeared to be the kind who wouldn’t fall for a game.

      Those were his favorite.

      “What made you pick Amare?” he asked, nodding at the ceiling as though it represented the entire empire he’d built.

      She regarded him with fire in her eyes, pursed her lips, and shook her head. “Nope. That’s not working, either.”

      But she couldn’t fool Marco. He recognized this façade all too well. It was the same one he put up when someone had reached too deep and plucked too hard on something inside. It was the wounded animal defense.

      He softened. “Come on, you have to know you’re the most beautiful woman in this place…maybe in this building—I don’t know, I haven’t seen all of them. You’re not going to fault a guy for trying.”

      A smirk curled her lips into half a smile. “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment.”

      Marco leaned forward and pitched his voice down to gravelly. “It was.”

      There was the full smile.

      She put her phone down. “You really want to know why I came here? Because you won’t like the answer.”

      Marco settled his arms onto the table. “Try me. You’d be surprised what kind of punishment I can handle from a woman as beautiful as you.”

      No blush, no response, nothing. Wow. Even the brash ones usually folded with that kind of intentional innuendo. This woman. He needed to know this woman.

      “Okay, then.” She crossed her arms. “I make it my business to try all the so-called best in whatever city I visit—my job, we don’t get to travel much.” A pause and the briefest glance of a wince across her features. Pain. Her job, or family, or something, and it was visceral enough that she felt it in her body.

      Damn, he wanted to strip her down and nuzzle her straight into orgasm, right there in front of Joe and everyone. No woman that beautiful should be hurt like that.

      “So whenever I travel. I make a point to try all the best chefs.” She finished with a flick of her head.

      “How many of these best chefs have you tried?” Marco asked.

      She eyed the waiter as he set down her tall, slim glass of plain old water. “Enough.”

      “And how many times have you been pleased?”

      A down-turn of her eyes, a curl of her mouth. “Not enough.”

      Marco’s wolf practically rose up and jumped across the table. He wanted to get her up to his suite and eat her. But first, he was going to make her eat those words.

      

      This guy was trying so hard, but she’d heard every line in the book.

      He was hot. In an arrogant I’m-awesome-and-I-know-it kinda way. The Italian shtick was lame, but this was Vegas. Everyone played a part. If she hadn’t been so pissed about not being let into the summit meeting with her alpha, she might’ve played along with his Romeo-bullshit-attempt at flirting with her.

      As it stood, Rain, the almost-brother she hadn’t seen in years, was in the summit as her alpha’s enforcer and she was out here. The least she could do is enjoy some good food. Maybe riling up this fancy-pants chef would get her some really good cooking. It’d been a long time since she’d had something fresh that really knocked her socks off.

      Still…the chef was a wolf. That was new. And intriguing. She’d been under the impression that the Vegas pack pretty much stayed off the grid. In fact, they hadn’t even come to the summit at all.

      “Why don’t you come up to the VIP table and let me show you why Amare is the best restaurant you’ll ever eat at.” His voice was like honey and she was hungry for something sweet.

      Aria raised an eyebrow. That was one hell of a proposal, too. She’d dropped a couple grand just to get this table. Getting to sit at the VIP table would be a true treat. Even if the food wasn’t as good as he claimed, she wasn’t about to pass up the invitation. She loved the energy and the passion of a good restaurant kitchen.

      Although her mind was wandering in a dirtier direction as his scent filled her lungs. Chefs were good in bed. She would know, having slept with several. They wanted everything to be perfect and they worked hard to make sure guests were satisfied. Plus, they didn’t cling or call after she left. It was a win-win.

      Fabulous sex.

      No strings attached.

      Damn, she could use a good lay tonight. Watching Reyna and Allan in the coat closet earlier this week had really gotten her juices flowing. And as of yet, she hadn’t found an outlet for her building libido. But with Chef McHotty, as Reyna would promptly nickname him, right in front of her, she might be able to scratch that particular itch.
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      Marco watched her through the corner of his eye while he cracked a quail egg on the counter and split it into his skillet with one hand. Season quickly from above and watch for that perfect curl on the edge. With a few drops of calabrian chili sauce, he slid the egg onto the pasta nest and flourished the plate over to the darkened, hidden table in the corner of his kitchen.

      Her eyes rounded just a touch when he placed the carbonara in front of her. Marco slid into the seat across from her while the kitchen noise whirled around them. But this was his favorite moment and he wasn’t about to miss it.

      “This is your special pasta.” Marco found his mouth watering as she wound her fork into the delicate tendrils of hand-rolled pasta. “Our secret tasting experience is…the chef chooses for you.”

      Her lips closed around the first bite and the tiniest uptick of the corner of her mouth made him soar inside. She wasn’t going to give her praise easily, but he could read it on her face, in her smallest movements.

      Reluctantly, she was enjoying this.

      “How do you know what I like?” she asked, around her bite of food.

      “I can see into your soul.” The words were out of his mouth before he realized he’d said them, and her little eye roll told him she thought he was feeding her a line. Normally, it would have been a line, but with her it was different. Somehow, he felt he could really see something inside her, laid bare for him.

      She leaned across her plate, her eyes hazy with food lust, but when he drew closer, her eyes went wide.

      “Does that bullshit usually work on women?”

      A blow to his pride, certainly, but at least she was enjoying the food, and she couldn’t hide how much she’d liked it. Still, she didn’t respond the way his average bored socialite with a tricky palate would. No lighting up, no hidden smiles. She was holding something back.

      Defense and denial, but no inhibition. Holy fuck, who was this woman?

      Marco cocked his head. “Does your sarcasm usually keep men at a distance?”

      Her chin jerked and those icy eyes flared at him, but she kept eating. With a careful twist of her fork, she lanced the last of the pork belly and held it out to him.

      “I’m sure that Betty Billionaire just loves to get eye-fucked by the fake-Italian-Vegas-shit-show you’ve got going on here.” She pinned his gaze straight and something stabbed at his insides. “But I’m not here for the circus-circus, okay?”

      Marco held his mouth closed and chewed on his tongue before he said something he would regret. Head-on wasn’t going to work with this one—she was too quick—and side-on hadn’t worked, either. But the pull, the itch, he could still feel it. He needed to get her upstairs so he could crack her open.

      He leaned against the back of his chair. “Whatever you think of me, do you like the food?”

      She slurped the last little bit of spaghetti noodle. “I didn’t say I didn’t like you. I just see through your sideshow.”

      Marco nodded. “I get that. But you don’t want the seduction, the experience?”

      The woman laughed, matching his posture against the high back of her chair. “Oh, honey, I don’t need you to seduce me.”

      Marco felt something on his leg and realized that it was her foot when she wrapped it around his calf and gave a little tug. Limber, this one.

      “I can see you have no inhibition, but…” He stopped, considering her. Something vulnerable kept peeking through the shields, like a chink in the armor, but he couldn’t quite get a handle on what it was.

      He needed to get her up to his suite so he could find it.

      “Tell me the truth,” he said, without even a hint of Marco-the-Chef. For the first time in what felt like ages, he dropped all pretense.

      “I always will,” she shot back.

      “Do you like the food?”

      Her eyebrows went up, two dark stripes of interest on the creamy white of her expressionless face. “It’s better than I expected. You have real talent.”

      Reluctant praise, but praise nonetheless.

      Marco bounded up and shouted at one of the sous chefs, “The bistecca?”

      “Steak?” Hunger stalked over every inch of her face.

      “Yes, I thought that, being from New Orleans, you would be bored with fish, so I’m preparing a beautiful bistecca with lemon horseradish sorbet.”

      Her tongue snaked out and moistened her lips, bringing Marco’s hunger surging back upon him. That tongue. He wanted to taste it.

      “How do you know I’m from New Orleans?” she asked.

      It was his turn to laugh. “You think I haven’t put on a little Bayou when it suits me?” Marco spread out his arms. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, chèr.”

      His sous chef yelled out, “Chef!” Marco walked over to the burner where they were working on her steak and chopped off a knob of butter, throwing it into the pan and basting the crusty steak.

      “Get the sorbet from the blast chiller,” he said, not taking his eyes off the steak. He needed it to be perfect.

      When he slipped it onto the steaming pile of port-braised red cabbage and topped it with the dollop of butter-like flavor punch, he finally looked back to the chef’s table. He wanted to see the look on her face when she took the first bite.

      She gave his body a long, slow up-and-down while he carried the plate to her and set it down. He tipped the uncorked bottle of Barca Velha into the globe of her wineglass and met her eyes as he poured an inch of red.

      Then, with a glance at her cleavage, another inch.

      Then, another inch.

      The whisper of a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth and she held out her hand for the glass. She nosed the bouquet and the smile spread.

      “Portugal,” she said, taking a tiny sip. “Interesting.”

      Marco couldn’t help biting his lip just a bit in anticipation. A woman who loved food and knew wine and had no inhibition. He could feel the desire swimming in his blood.

      She cut into the steak and her grin widened. “Perfect.” The first bite, and finally, Marco saw the wave of pleasure wash over her face. He knew she had been hungry for meat, but teasing her had been more fun, even…building the anticipation to this moment. The electricity that buzzed inside him was better than any drug or any orgasm, and he couldn’t quite understand why her pleasure pleased him quite this much. He could practically taste the heady wine himself, almost like her scent amplified all his senses.

      He found his breath coming quickly as he watched her devour the steak. When she swallowed the last bite, he could feel himself hardening, lengthening. But he needed to hold off his own pleasure. There was something buzzing under the surface of this woman, and he needed to know what it was. He needed to know why everything felt more alive when she was in his kitchen.

      Marco turned back to his sous chef to call for the dessert course, and his shifter was out of her seat, standing only inches away from him, her eyes almost black with lust. She grabbed his coat and dragged him through the line, between his working staff, and out the back door into the hallway.

      “Take over,” he yelled to the expediter. He didn’t know when he would be back, but the perks of being a celebrity chef were…numerous.

      Before he could even secure the swinging door, she had made quick work of unzipping his pants and she had her cold hand on his dick, her nose in his neck, and him up against the wall the room service workers used to get to the freight elevators.

      Marco’s head swam with the scent of her, the feel of her hands on him. She kissed up his neck and latched on to his lips and moaned. For just a moment, he let her tongue explore his mouth, rich with the taste of red wine and beef and the spice of horseradish. It was like tasting himself on her tongue.

      But he could feel the urgency of her hot, dark lust, and he pushed at her shoulders. Her eyes were hazy and she dipped toward him.

      “Not here,” he said.

      She glanced around the hallway. “Why not?”

      “I have dessert all planned…” He held her firmly at arm’s length. “Besides, I don’t even know your name.”

      “No names, just fucking.” She lunged for him, and her strength had him on his heels for a moment.

      “But dessert is the pinnacle of the meal. If you don’t finish with the sweet…” He couldn’t talk with her tongue down his throat.

      Marco growled and flipped her around so her breasts were pressed against the cold wall. He slipped against her and put his hands on either side of her body. “I know you want to be fucked.”

      “That’s right,” she purred, rubbing against him. “Right there.”

      “But not here.”

      “I don’t care if someone catches us,” she said, “if that’s what you’re into.”

      He nearly rolled his eyes. So this was what she was playing at. She wanted to be the bad girl. To fuck fast and walk away.

      If that was really what she needed, Marco would’ve let her. But something deep down—maybe the wolf that hid there, he wasn’t sure—told him exactly what she needed, and it would come much, much later.

      After dessert.
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      Stubborn wolf.

      He was very interested. His dick had been hard when she’d grabbed it in the hallway, but he wouldn’t give it to her. Apparently he had his routine and dessert was part of it.

      If that’s the game she had to play to get a good fucking tonight, so be it. She didn’t have anything better to do. Rain had taken her spot as head enforcer for Francis Dubois, the New Orleans pack alpha, and Reyna, his daughter, had left her for the hunky sheriff in Somewhere, Texas. Not that she held it against Reyna for finding her Fated match, but everything had happened so fast. They’d been like sisters since they were in diapers and now Reyna was just…gone.

      Moving on with her life. A life that no longer included Reyna—at least not on an everyday basis. Now Francis was replacing her with ex-military ranger Rainier Dubois.

      Her week couldn’t get any worse.

      Sex with this Amare hotshot chef should at least help take her mind off her trouble for a short time. There was something about him that drew her in, more so than usual, but she couldn’t pinpoint it. He just made her…hungry. And it wasn’t just that he cooked really well. Although that was definitely a bonus.

      She watched him from the corner of her eye. They’d stood next to each other in the elevator in perfect silence. Her body was literally vibrating with anticipation as the elevator bell rang for one of the top floors.

      “After you.” He gestured to the foyer ahead of them.

      Her boot heels clicked on the marble floor as she stepped out into the decadently decorated hallway.

      “My suite is to the left.” He stepped toward her, resting his hand on the curve of her lower back, just above her ass.

      “Excellent,” Aria purred. “I suppose you do this with all the ladies you cook for?”

      “What I have planned for you, ma chèr, is not for the faint of heart. But I have a feeling it’s just what you need.” His breathing didn’t hitch and his pulse stayed even. He believed what he was saying.

      Aria chuckled. “Let me guess, the beast within also told you not to fuck a gorgeous willing woman earlier in the hallway too?”

      His hand flexed against her backside as they entered his suite. Interesting. Something she’d said had irked him, just enough for it to translate into tension.

      He was too relaxed. Too calm. She needed him hungry and excited.

      Marco closed the door behind them, but never took his eyes off her. Maybe he was hungrier than she thought. She usually read people better, but he was throwing her off. More likely she was just off because of the craptastic week she’d had.

      “Where do we start?” She put her hands on her hips and took in the gorgeous suite. Leather furniture mixed with stainless steel. Very bachelor. But tastefully decorated as well. He’d paid someone to make this place impressive. Wood floors and plush carpets. Canvases filled with bright colors were strategically placed throughout the open area of the living and dining rooms to draw the eye systematically from one focal point to the next.

      His warm amber eyes sparkled with a look that reminded her of a Dom she’d fucked in New Orleans a long time ago. A shiver ran the length of her spine and her pussy slicked immediately. Maybe this werewolf chef really did have something extra up his sleeve she’d enjoy.

      “First,” he said, stepping closer and nuzzling the side of her neck. “I strip you out of everything you’re wearing.”

      “Mmmhmmm.” She leaned forward, pressing her aching breasts against his hard chest. His hands explored up and down her back until coming to rest on the zipper at the back of her neck. The soft brown leather shirt fell away from her back slowly as he drew the zipper down and pulled it from her shoulders.

      Her nipples pressed hard against the lace of her skimpy bra. The friction made her clit throb.

      This man was moving entirely too slow. She reached behind her back and unsnapped the bra, tossing it to the floor where her shirt had dropped.

      Marco was unfazed. He continued to move his hands and his mouth slowly and methodically over her body.

      “I know you want to fuck me.”

      “Are you in a hurry?”

      Aria took a deep breath. Seriously. What was wrong with her? Sex was exactly what she wanted. What she needed. Why was she trying to rush him? “No. I just…”

      “Not used to the slower approach?”

      She narrowed her eyes. He really did have something planned.

      Fine. Whatever it was she needed it to happen. Soon. She wasn’t trying to be in a hurry, but the image of ripping his clothes off him and riding him until she couldn’t walk the next day was playing on a loop in her brain. Usually she had better control of herself than this.

      He put his hands on her hips and walked her backward until her ass bumped into his massive stainless steel and wood combo dining table.

      “Sit.”

      Aria put her hands on the slick wooden tabletop and lifted her bottom onto the table.

      Marco unzipped her boots and removed them one by one, still moving at a frustratingly slow pace.

      She could do this. It would be worth the wait. Gods it better. He hadn’t touched her bare breasts once. Her nipples could cut glass and begged to be sucked. But no. He’d given her nothing but a little nuzzling at the base of her neck.

      “When are you going to…do something?” She hated not knowing what was coming. He wasn’t behaving like a typical man in front of a gorgeous woman. Her tits were amazing. A little attention wasn’t too much to ask for.

      He put a palm between her breasts and pushed, laying her flat on the table.

      She smiled. This was more like it.

      “Trust me. Just a little.” His fingers went to the button of her jeans. He undid them and peeled them down, freeing her of her panties in the process as well. A slight groan escaped his chest and she quivered.

      “Perfect,” he murmured.

      Finally.

      Naked and ready to be fucked.

      Instead of removing his pants, he grabbed her hips and pushed her along the slick surface of the table, away from the edge.

      She raised her head and growled. “What the hell?”

      “Dessert, ma chèr. Don’t ruin the best course.”

      She raised her head and gave him her best move-it-the-fuck-along glare. “I’m not your dear. I’m a stranger who would really like to get her rocks off before the sun comes up. Can we just do this? Whatever it is you have planned.”

      He walked away from her and she let her head drop back against the tabletop. Dammit. Now what?

      “I know you want to rush, but that’s not what you need.”

      Fucking arrogant asshole. What she needed was someone to fuck her senseless so she could stop obsessing about shit.

      What she needed? This wolf didn’t have a clue. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them again, he was standing at the head of the table. He caught one of her wrists and slipped a leather cuff around it.

      She swallowed and sucked in a quick gasp. The familiar sensation of the wide leather strap relaxed her almost instantly. Bondage was way inside her wheelhouse. No wonder he’d been moving at the speed of snail slime. “If you wanted to tie me up, you just had to say so. I’m more than comfortable with this kind of thing. My safe word is orange.” She offered him her other wrist and he took it with a grin, but no verbal response.

      Aria tugged gently at the bonds when he finished. Both her wrists and ankles were secured to the table legs. She was spread and open. Time to get this party started.

      Instead, the infernal man left the room, choosing to wander into his kitchen instead of putting his mouth or hands on her. She nearly made a cutting remark, but decided to wait. Perhaps he was fetching something that would be fun. He had asked her to trust him.

      She followed his movements out of the corner of her eye and took a deep breath. This wolf intrigued her in a way no other man ever had. There was something about him she couldn’t lay her finger on. On top of everything, he had a face that seemed familiar.

      The ice machine in his fridge churned and she heard cubes fall into a container of some kind.

      Oh shit.

      She turned her head to try to and see what he was doing, but his back was to her. She heard the clink of glass and what sounded like a pot. What the hell did this guy have planned?

      Her breath quickened. At least he was finally going to touch her.

      She smiled up at him when he returned to the table. “You’re awfully quiet.”

      “Just listening to you,” he answered, a slight grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Ready?”

      “Honey, I was born ready.”

      He gave her a full-on smile and leaned toward her. He slanted his mouth over hers and kissed her hard enough to make her whole body sigh. She tried to arch closer, but the cuffs and ropes held her in place. He tasted like chocolate and sin.

      She jumped. “Ahhh,” she murmured into his mouth.

      He was tracing an ice cube along her stomach, making bigger and bigger circles around her navel. So cold. Her skin burned everywhere it touched.

      When the first ice cube melted, he pulled another from the small cup he’d brought to the table. She breathed through the sensation as he traced over her ribcage and up between her breasts to her collarbone.

      He wasn’t kissing her anymore. She caught his gaze a couple of times. His eyes were dark and focused on her, like he was searching for something.

      She shuddered as the last bit of the ice cube he was tracing along her arm melted. He had yet to touch her anywhere intimate. Her breasts and clit throbbed, hungry for the attention he was withholding.

      “Tell me your name.” His honey-thick voice soothed the hesitation out of her brain.

      “Aria LaBlanc.”

      The next ice cube found its way to first one nipple and then the other. The cold burned through her nerves straight to her sex. She was slick and needy and gods…why wouldn’t he just get on with it? Her brain was fogging over from the sensation overload. The ice continued, then his mouth suckled a nipple and she couldn’t help the whimper that slipped between her lips.

      Delicious heat. She closed her eyes and arched her back. “Fuck me,” she gasped. The ice was back and his mouth was on her other nipple.

      He chuckled, his breath sending tingles across her breast. “There’s much more to come, Aria.” An ice cube replaced his soft mouth and she jerked on the table again. She quivered from head to foot.

      Forcing her eyes open, she watched as he traced the lines of her hips with more ice. Closer. Just a little closer. Please. For once he obliged her wordless plea. She panted, watching him move to stand between her knees at the foot of his table. The lower halves of her legs dangled over the edge of the table. Cuffs on both ankles kept her pussy spread and open for his pleasure.

      He caressed the waxed, smooth skin of her labia and then opened her. Leaning down slowly, he flicked his tongue over her clit and she bucked the ties. He lifted his hands to her breasts and tugged at her rock-hard nipples. The pain melded with pleasure and she moaned.

      More. “More.” An orgasm swirled inside her, but his pace was so excruciatingly slow, it just continued to coil tighter. Her muscles were taut. She flexed her thighs, trying to grip the edge of the table with her calves, but the cuffs kept her from being able to lock her body down.

      She pressed her eyes closed and writhed against the bonds.

      He flicked his tongue again, and then replaced the warm softness with the burn of an ice cube.

      “Fuck!” she screamed, jerking against the ropes. The fire of the ice didn’t stay on her clit long enough to get her off, instead she felt his fingers move it lower on her sex and then slip it inside her vagina. It melted almost instantly, but the shock of the sudden temperature changes was driving her mad. He was giving just enough to continue the build inside her, but not enough to help her over the crest.

      Pain was good. Shock was good. But she wanted it harder. Heavier.

      “It’s not enough,” she growled.

      “It’s exactly enough.” He licked her slit again and then walked away from the table.

      “No! Where are you going?” Aria yanked against the cuffs and growled.

      He shook the plastic container in his hand, but it didn’t make a sound. “Just getting more.”

      More? “Are you going to fuck me at all? Or should I just safeword out of this and go find someone more interested?”

      “Who said I’m not interested?” Glass clicked against something metal and she heard the ice machine in his fridge churn again.

      “I thought this was supposed to be the dessert course.” She stared up at the coffered ceilings above her and sighed. If she couldn’t have sex, chocolate was the least he could offer. It’s not like his dick didn’t work. It’d been plenty hard when she rubbed her ass against it in the hallway outside his kitchen.

      “You are the dessert course,” he answered, setting a glass jar of gourmet chocolate fudge next to her torso. The scent of the chocolate made her mouth water, but the heat from the jar made her body quiver. He was evil. That’s all there was to it. Evil mind-fucking bastard who wouldn’t give her what she wanted.

      “All you have to do is tell me to stop.” He pulled an ice cube out of the container and slipped it between her pussy lips, burying it deep inside her vagina.

      She panted and shook on the table. Her skin was tight and she could feel the pulse of her heart in every part of her body.

      Her nipples throbbed as he iced them down before leaving an ice cube to melt in her belly button. The cold water ran in slow rivulets down either side of her abdomen and puddled on the table below her.

      The clink of metal against glass drew her eyes to the jar of chocolate sauce. He held it above her breasts and a hot stream of chocolate burned its way over one nipple and then the other.

      “Fuuuuuuuck!” she screamed and arched her back, yanking hard on the cuffs. If the table hadn’t been so solid, she would’ve easily yanked the legs right off.

      Seconds later the burn was replaced by the soothing sensation of his tongue and lips as he consumed the chocolate off her breasts, licking and sucking until not even a smidge remained.

      Aria growled and shifted her hips, her wolf wanted more. Needed more. Needed to feel anything but the pain and loss that seemed to be following her wherever she went. Sex helped her forget.

      “I need to come.” It was more pleading than she preferred, but she was more desperate than she’d ever been. Every nerve was alive and every inch of her skin wanted to feel release and comfort. Her chest heaved and the orgasm spiraled within her, just out of reach.

      “You will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      Marco touched the surface of the heated tin of Debauve & Gallais, and found it still hot to the touch. He didn’t have much time before the melted chocolate re-formed, and he still had so many plans for Miss Aria LeBlanc.

      How ironic that her name recalled soprano oratorios, because he planned to make her hit some high notes. She’d already made a nice start to her operetta, writhing and humming under the stream of chocolate he poured on her wet, erect nipples.

      He bent over one breast with his tongue extended and felt her breath hitch as she waited for him to soothe the heat, but this time, he just hovered there and poured more chocolate. She hissed.

      The wiggle of her hips, the buck upward. She wasn’t just saying she needed to come, she was really feeling it. He licked at the chocolate on one nipple and dragged his spoon across the other at the same time, with just the lightest touch.

      Her breath came so unevenly, he thought he heard her beg for more, but she had not formed the words. He swirled the spoon on the tip again and her back arched in little bursts.

      “That’s right,” he said into her nipple, relishing the earthy finish of the chocolate on her salty skin.

      He moved to the other breast and felt the wet slide of her hard nipple on his chest. She inhaled at the contact. The chocolate, when let cool in the air, was barely even warm. He needed to work faster.

      Marco licked the last of the Debauve & Gallais from her nipple and took the tin down to set it on the floor beneath the table. He knelt between her legs and heard her shudder. Her pussy was so engorged and her arousal so fragrant, he found himself licking his lips.

      Nothing would have pleased him more than plunging his painfully throbbing cock deep inside her and watching the expectant satisfaction of peace wash over her as she came. That thought and the accompanying image of his own orgasm shocked him so much, he had to shake himself out of the fantasy.

      He never fucked them.

      Not ever.

      Aria’s legs were pulling at the ropes that secured her to the table, restlessly searching out the comfort of release. But she wasn’t ready yet.

      He swiped the spoon into the still-hot tin and drizzled chocolate over the sensitive flesh of her inner thigh. She yowled and arched like a cat and her hips bucked whatever horse she was trying to ride.

      After a long moment, he followed the chocolate with his tongue and she moaned, wordlessly. His erection strained against rough fabric, anxious to be exposed, to be inside her. Fuck.

      One last stream of chocolate, just on the upturned lips of her pussy. This time, she screamed.

      “Please,” she begged. Her eyes were closed and she writhed so forcibly, he thought she might wiggle right out of her bonds. He could barely hear her. “Marco. Please.”

      He took a long drink of the water he’d prepared and suckled the ice cube, leaning far enough away that he wasn’t eye level with her sex. He couldn’t take much more of this, either. His cock was so hard, and his wolf clawed at his skin… Marco could see the danger ahead for them both if he didn’t make her come immediately.

      With his mouth sufficiently frozen and with his fingers spreading her wide open so he could see her clit, Marco attacked his dessert with the flourish of a fine connoisseur. Aria wailed a note that could have shattered glass and then panted out a song Marco would never forget.

      Her orgasm lasted long enough that he wasn’t sure it would ever end. Even when he felt the tension release from her body, she didn’t seem relaxed. When he finally leaned back to admire his handiwork, he found himself panting right along with her, tension inside spreading through him.

      He looked down at the tin, which now sat between his knees, and found there was chocolate sauce on the crotch of his tented pants. Had he touched himself? Or had he been searching out contact with something while she came, trying to fuck the air? He couldn’t be sure. He almost couldn’t remember.

      Marco felt the sailing, soaring feeling that always accompanied the moment right before shifting, and something tightened in his chest. He grabbed the last handful of ice from the cup and stuck his hand down his pants, icing the monster that still wanted to be inside Aria.

      The desire to fuck her was ebbing and flowing inside him and he couldn’t stop panting. His erection didn’t subside, even when his pants were soaked with melted ice.

      He moved to stroke her leg and she flinched. It wasn’t until he sat forward to untie her that he realized…it wasn’t a flinch. Her body was still moving.

      She was sobbing.

      Marco made quick work of untying her legs and uncuffing her wrists, and he climbed onto the table beside her. She curled around him. Sobs racked her body.

      Her arms clutched at him for a brief moment, and then one fist began to pound on his back. The other beat his side and the two increased in rhythm until she was screaming again and pummeling him.

      Once the scream reached its crescendo, she relaxed against him.

      “Fuck you,” she whispered.

      Marco shook his head in disbelief. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I said, fuck you.” Aria pushed at him and when she looked up, her eyes were bright silver, rimmed in red. “I never said you could do that.”

      “You never said I couldn’t.” He reached for her, but she put a strong hand on his chest.

      “I told you I needed to be fucked.”

      “You needed to come.” He stroked her shoulder. “You needed someone to unleash all that tension inside you.”

      “So, what, now, you’re the fucking wolf-messiah to make all my wet dreams come true?” The anger was back, and it lit her face like a Christmas tree. “No, Marco. No.”

      “This is what I do.” He shrugged.

      “Well, congratulations.” She slid across the table and climbed onto his floor. “You give great head.”

      Stunned, he sat in the middle of the table with his mouth hanging open while she picked up some of her clothing. Aria rounded on him, pointing a finger. “And by the way, whoever your alpha is, he’s going to hear about this. You can’t just be using your wolf to fuck up humans like this, and don’t tell me you don’t. I can smell a routine.”

      Marco cocked his head to one side. “My alpha?”

      “Yeah, the alpha of the Vegas pack. Don’t think I won’t find him, just because he’s not at the summit.” When she pointed at him, her breasts upturned and perked in the most delicious way. He wanted to suck on them again, and realized they were still coated with streaks of chocolate.

      Marco slid after her and caught her wrist as she bent to retrieve more clothing.

      “Don’t get dressed yet, you’re all…sticky.”

      Aria glanced down at herself and sighed. She sat against the table. “I’m surprised you don’t have some line about let’s jump in the shower together.”

      A strike to his chest. Marco stepped back and bit his lip. The problem was, she wasn’t wrong. He did usually have a line about cleaning them off. He glanced over at the counter, where the warm cloth and water waited.

      She did need to be cleaned off.

      “I keep a cloth here so I can clean you off.” When she rolled her eyes, he pointed to the counter. “It’s not sanitary otherwise.”

      Aria’s ass shook adorably as she padded over to the counter and took the wet cloth. Her hand on the cloth instead of his, swiping between her legs, and then her nipples. Sticky nipples. He wanted to lick them again.

      “I guess I got the full Vegas experience, then.” Her lips pursed and her head tilted to the side. “Like a sex tourist.”

      Marco sighed and crossed the room, reaching for her, but she shook him off. “I’ve never seen anybody use their wolf like this. It’s a jackass thing to do.”

      “I’m not using anything. You were carrying your tension like the world on your shoulders. You needed to relax.”

      “Fine.” She threw the cloth at him. “Fuck me senseless. You’re hot. I was up for it. But this? This…this wasn’t fair.”

      Marco touched her hand as she set it on the counter. She was still shaking. He pulled her into his arms and something sparked in him, like his skin was on fire. Aria must have felt it, too, because she jumped.

      “What is that?” he asked, touching her arm again. “It’s like electricity.” Marco stopped himself from asking the question he wanted to ask. He knew he wasn’t supposed to talk about it, but he had to. She was so different. He had to know if he was right. “Is that because you go through the change, too? So we can feel each other’s life force or something?”

      She pulled back and her gaze fluttered across his face. “The change? Life force? What kind of Anne Rice hoodoo bullshit is that?”

      “Why? What do you call it?”

      Her eyebrows knit together. “Don’t fuck around with me. You call it whatever your pack calls it.”

      Something rose inside him. “What’s a pack?”

      “Oh, don’t give me the tourist shtick.” Aria rolled her eyes. “I’m a wolf, too.”

      “So you can tell I’m a wolf?” He gestured between them, almost touching the still-wet skin of her stomach. “I thought maybe I was the only one who could tell.”

      “Like you’re fucking God’s gift to wolf-kind or something?” She backed up a step. “Seriously, Marco. Drop the act.”

      “It’s not an act.” He set the cloth in the silver bowl. “I really thought I was the only one who could tell. You’re only the second one I’ve ever met.”

      A mix of fear and anger lanced across her face. Her shoulders swayed back and forth. “No more fucking around. I am going to report you.”

      “What, like the wolf police?” He tried for a joke to ease the tension, but she didn’t appear to relax at all. Instead, she advanced on him.

      “This is total bullshit. Who the fuck is your alpha?”

      Marco spread his arms, taking in the rest of his apartment. “I’m my own alpha.”

      She walked to the pile of her clothing and dug through it to find her jeans, then pulled out her phone. “There’s no such thing as your own alpha.” Aria dialed some numbers and held the phone to her ear. “Are you really telling me you’re not bonded to a pack?”

      Marco raised one shoulder. “I didn’t know there were packs at all.”

      “Who are your parents?” she asked, but before he could speak, someone answered the other line, and she said, “Hi, Rain? Where’s Francis?”

      A dark voice on the other end began to talk in a raised tone and Marco found his wolf licking at his insides in anger. No one should speak to her that way.

      “Can y’all meet me in the casino in fifteen minutes? I think we have another problem. I found another unbonded wolf.” She ended the call before the other man could talk again and Marco’s wolf calmed a touch.

      “What problem do we have?”

      She slid her panties on, but kept his eyes. “Who are your parents, Marco?”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me. It matters to wolves.” She zipped her pants. “Just tell me. Who are your parents?”

      Marco could feel his heart pound and his nostrils flare. The rawness of his emotions after experiencing Aria’s orgasm with her… It was playing with his insides so much that even the thought of his mother brought tears burning up the insides of his nose. He held them back and breathed deep and long.

      “I don’t know my father.”

      “And what about your mother?” Aria pulled at his arm. “Marco, please.” She breathed short bursts through her nose, pointing at the table with her other hand. “You asked me to trust you and I did, against my better judgment. You have to trust me when I tell you it is imperative that we know who your mother is.”

      A moment of cracking open had his mother’s name on his lips, but he did not utter it. Instead, he bit his tongue and closed his eyes against the image of her.

      “I don’t know her,” he lied. He couldn’t look at Aria, knowing the trust she had put in him on that table only moments before. But he’d made a vow never to speak of his mother to another living being, and that included Aria, no matter how close he had been to spilling himself inside her.

      Her eyes flared. “Shit.”

      “Why shit?”

      She shook her head. “You have to come with me, right now.”

      Marco looked down at his chef’s coat, stained with chocolate and covered in her scent, and then at his pants, where his dick had thankfully calmed down, but which were also covered in Debauve & Gallais.

      “Let me change first, and you finish getting dressed, then I’ll go wherever you want.”

      “Hurry,” she said. “I can’t keep my alpha waiting.”

      Something cascaded inside Marco as he walked away, and he didn’t say aloud the thing he’d been wanting to say since she came so beautifully under his mouth. He wanted more of her.

      And he hated that she called another man her anything.
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      Aria marched through the lobby of the hotel where the packs convened for the summit. She could sense them—the magick—everywhere. It vibrated like a living organism in the air. The hotel was full of wolves from all over the country.

      No one knew where Elise Blanchard, now mated to Jared VonBrandt, was from. Just that Jared found her in New Orleans and that she was unbonded and without knowledge of her parents or origin. Just like Marco. Gods, it was a fucking epidemic. The alphas were going to flip their switches.

      Here they were meeting in Vegas to find out if anyone knew anything about Elise’s origins and she’d fucking found another unbonded werewolf who claimed he didn’t have a clue where he came from. No parents. Nothing. It’s not like baby wolves grew on trees. How the hell had either of them hidden themselves for so long?

      By the gods, she needed a stiff drink. And a good fucking. She hadn’t gotten that from him yet, but she would.

      Aria whirled to face Marco. He’d stopped following her and was standing statuesque in the center of the busy lobby. “Come on,” she beckoned.

      “What is that?”

      “What?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “That sensation of something alive—”

      She shushed him and grabbed his arm. “It’s our kind. You can’t talk about things in the open like this. We have to get to my alpha.” Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She checked the screen.

      
        
        Red Dragon Conference room.

        

      

      Good. At least Francis was taking the time to see her. He certainly didn’t seem to care if she was around anymore, now that his daughter wasn’t an enforcer for the New Orleans pack. He’d been like her father since the accident that had stolen not only her parents, but Rain’s as well. Still, he was her alpha and her uncle and she’d worked side by side with his daughter, Reyna, for years. They were more like sisters than cousins. A little consideration or at least a few words before putting Rainier in her place would’ve been nice.

      Now she had a werewolf in tow that doubled their problem. Plus she still wanted to strip Marco down and have her way with him. Something was up with that.

      She shook her head. Imagining Marco naked needed to stop. Being distracted would not help her get her position back as head enforcer.

      Aria led Marco to the elevator bay and they rode up to the tenth floor where the alphas had made sure to reserve every single room. Other than hotel staff, who were easy to avoid, no human had any reason to be on their level.

      They stepped off the elevator and Aria breathed deeply as the magick of the packs washed over her. It was stronger here than downstairs because all the alphas were in one place. She loved the sensation, the power, and the rawness of wolf magick. But the poor man next to her wasn’t breathing and his heart was racing.

      “Breathe, Marco. It’s just the magick. Same thing you felt downstairs, but it’s amplified here because of the presence of alphas.” She led him down the hallway and stopped in front of the door labeled Red Dragon.

      “Doesn’t this make you crazy?”

      She texted Rain back and shook her head. “I’ve never felt it this strong before. But it doesn’t make me crazy. It feels great. The power of a pack is amazing.”

      “I feel like I’m coming out of my skin.” Marco rolled his neck and grimaced.

      He was fighting his wolf. But why?

      Aria reached out and touched his arm. “Breathe. Let the magick flow over you. It’s part of you. Don’t fight it.”

      The door across the hall opened and she yanked her arm away and turned to face Francis and Rain. The two men looked at her and then at Marco.

      Francis’ eyes widened, but he didn’t speak right away. Instead he approached Marco silently.

      “What’s your name, young man?”

      “Marco Disanti.”

      “You grew up here in Vegas?”

      Marco nodded.

      Aria caught the sexy chef’s gaze for a brief moment before turning her attention fully to Francis.

      “Why don’t you have a pack? Who raised you? Being alone is dangerous.”

      Marco’s face darkened and Aria had the sudden urge to protect him. Get between Marco and Francis. She clenched her fists and remained still. Her libido wasn’t going to make a fool of her, especially not in front of her alpha.

      “I don’t know who you are and I don’t owe you anything. Aria had no right to tell you my secret.”

      Francis snarled. “Aria protects her pack. She did exactly what she should’ve. Do not speak ill of her.”

      Warmth blossomed in her chest, but with it came more agitation. It pained her that Francis was angry at Marco. By the gods, what was wrong with her?

      “Aria?” Rain took a step closer and leaned toward her. “You okay?”

      She jerked away and glared. “Like you really care.”

      “I’ve always cared,” he replied softly. “How did you find him?”

      Aria crossed her arms. “I’m that good.”

      Rain chuckled and shook his head. “Sure you are.”

      “Aria.” Francis’ voice silenced them both. Aria hurried to her alpha’s side.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “This summit is going nowhere. We have no leads and everyone is bickering about what to do. You need to take him to the Vegas pack, they declined the invitation to the summit, but we need to know what info they have on Marco.”

      “I’m standing right here,” Marco hissed.

      “Yes, you are, and you’re being about as helpful as a tree stump,” Francis responded. “Aria. Take him to see Carl Rivera, the Vegas alpha. Find out what they know.”

      

      Francis trusted her to do this. To take Marco. Meet the Vegas alpha. Either that or he realized in his infinite wisdom that she couldn’t let Marco out of her sight.

      Probably the latter. Damn alpha bond.

      Still, he hadn’t sent Rain with her to babysit, so there was at least that.

      Aria stopped the rental car in front of an old singlewide on the outskirts of town and took a deep breath. The Vegas pack kept a low profile, but they were powerful and plentiful in this area. Underestimating them wasn’t on her To Do List.

      She didn’t doubt that Marco wasn’t part of their pack, but as separated as these wolves stayed from the city, they knew everything. Just because no one saw them in the city, didn’t mean they weren’t there—watching everything. Vegas was their territory.

      All of it.

      If anyone knew where he came from, Rivera and his pack would.

      “Ready?”

      “For what? To get mugged by a bunch of desert thugs?”

      Aria snorted out a laugh. “Come on, Marco. We need information and these guys will have it in spades.”

      “They don’t look like they even own a computer.”

      “They don’t roll in money like other packs, but they do fine. Plus they are one of the largest packs this side of the Great Plains. A rock doesn’t drop in Vegas without Rivera knowing where it fell from.”

      “So why wasn’t he at your alpha meeting in town?”

      “Rivera isn’t very social,” Aria answered.

      “What the hell are we doing here then?”

      “You don’t know anything about your mother. Rivera will. If she ever lived here, he’ll know. We need to know where you and Elise came from.”

      “Who the fuck is Elise?”

      “Another wolf who doesn’t know where she came from.”

      “She lives here?”

      Aria shook her head. “She was in New Orleans. Coming?” She slammed the door shut and walked to the front of the car and sat on the hood.

      “What are you doing?”

      She nodded her head toward the front door. A large man wielding a shotgun stepped through the screen door and two other very large men, also holding rifles, came around from the back of the house.

      “You’re trespassing,” growled the man at the top of the steps.

      “I’m here on behalf of Francis Dubois. I need to speak to Carl Rivera.”

      The men’s gazes wandered to Marco, but they didn’t question his presence, which solidified Aria’s assessment that they did indeed know who Marco was and had allowed him to live all this time unbonded.

      “Get back in your car and follow us down the road.”

      Aria tipped her chin at the guy on the landing before returning to the driver’s seat of the rental. Marco scrambled for the passenger-side door.

      The three men jumped into a Jeep parked a few yards away. Gravel pinged the front of the rental car as Aria turned down the bumpy road to follow them.

      “They had guns. We are not going to follow these redneck werewolves into the desert. I know I’ve seen that on Criminal Minds.”

      “You said you don’t know anything about your parents.” Aria studied Marco from the corner of her eye. His heart rate had increased and his breathing was sporadic. He was lying about something. She just hadn’t figured out what yet. The men with guns weren’t what was bothering him. He’d been this way since she asked about his mom the first time.
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      Marco counted the reasons why he should go back to Amare, and they were many. Besides protecting his mother, there was not dying. That was pretty high on the list. Aria not dying was another.

      Or losing any of his fingers or toes or other appendages. These dudes represented all the things he hated about the town part of Vegas, and why he never left the strip. They had chips on their shoulders the size of the Eiffel Tower.

      Fuckin’ townies. Always out to harsh a buzz.

      “Stop that,” Aria growled, jerking the wheel.

      Marco looked up at her. All her features were tight, on edge, like she’d just chewed a big roll of tinfoil. “What?” he asked.

      “Settle your heart down, for fuck’s sake. I can hear it beating out of your chest.”

      He shifted his shoulders. Every part of his skin already felt alive around Aria, but now that feeling was encroaching inside. “I’m not used to all this… I don’t know. Stuff.”

      “Well, get used to it fast.” Aria pointed to the string of lights on the horizon. “When we get in there, we’ll probably be surrounded by fifty wolves, or so.”

      Marco couldn’t even fathom what that would be like. It had been bad enough meeting the other two wolves back at the strip, and just being in the same building with more.

      “Get control,” she said. “Breathe.”

      “You keep saying that.” He gripped the oh shit handle on the car door and pushed against the feeling. He knew this feeling all too well.

      “That’s because it works.” She put her hand on his stomach, keeping the other on the wheel, and pressed hard. He gulped in air on the uptick.

      Her touch alone was enough to skid his heart into a careening pace. But he continued to breathe as she pushed at him.

      “If you accept the magick, it’s easier,” she said.

      But Marco shook his head. He couldn’t accept something that big, that powerful. The lights were so close, and he could see the big barn they adorned.

      “You have to slow your heartbeat, Marco.” She slipped her hand down to rub across the front of his pants. “Do you need me to help you release some tension?”

      Her touch set off firecrackers behind his eyes. He shook his head, emphatic. “That won’t help.”

      “Turnabout’s fair play.” She squeezed him through the fabric of his jeans and Marco hissed. “There. At least, if you’re not going to let me have any fun, you can breathe and calm down.”

      “Nothing you’re doing will help me with either of those.”

      “That’s not what you said back at your sex lair.” Aria moved her hand back to the wheel. “What happened to release-your-tension-blah-blah-blah, this-is-what-I-do-blah-blah-blah?”

      He tightened his grip on the handle as they drove between two large poles, each with armed guards. “You’re not helping.”

      The tension between her eyes increased. “You are freaking out. Have you really not been around other wolves?”

      Marco held his breath and nodded, the energy burning inside him. “I really haven’t.”

      “Shit.” She halted the car when the Jeep stopped, turning to face him in the seat. “Okay, you have to breathe.”

      He nodded. “It feels like—”

      “Stop talking.” She touched his face. Such a sentimental gesture from her, and it surprised him. His breath was loud and she breathed with him. “Settle yourself.”

      The anchor of her skin on his and her air with his…it helped. He held his eyes closed and breathed.

      “Just let the magick wash over you. If you fight it, it will wreck you.”

      Marco tried to take in oxygen and think about the energy he was feeling, and keep his attention on her fingertips brushing his cheekbones. But the wolf was so close to the surface.

      “I can’t.” His words were so hoarse, he felt like it was the edge of a growl. “I’m going to… I’m gonna…change.”

      Aria’s gasp was audible and he tightened his eyes, certain he was going to change. But he could still feel her skin, and her sigh grounded him.

      “Is that what you’re worried about?”

      “It’s so close.” He stuttered his breath. “It’s right there.”

      “Marco, you’re not going to shift unless you want to.” She stroked his cheek. “You’re not gonna shift. Just breathe. It’s just the magick.”

      “But…” He couldn’t speak. In his mind, all he could see was the girl from all those years ago. He’d been fucking her… He’d felt this, his skin coming apart…and he’d run out of her house, screamed into the night, and shifted.

      If he’d been one moment longer. If he’d waited until he came inside her.

      Marco opened his eyes to Aria’s icy-blue gaze blinking at him. He washed the memories away and kept breathing. One of the big guys came around the car and Marco grabbed Aria’s hand, pulling it onto the console between them.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said. “They’re coming.”

      Her eyes continued to blink, as though it took her some time to process the information. He wasn’t sure how the change stuff worked, or the pack stuff or bonds, or any of it. Had she seen the memory? Fuck, he hoped she hadn’t seen that memory.

      The way things had been different with Aria, he wasn’t certain of any of it. For all he knew, she could see his thoughts as they happened. It sure had felt, on that table in his room, like he had been able to see hers—knowing what she wanted, deep down, knowing how much she was holding back. He’d always been good at reading body language and facial cues, emotions even, but it was different with Aria. More intense.

      Fuck. Even in these stolen moments, he felt like she could take anything from him. Everything. See him. Know him. He couldn’t have that.

      The door opened and a dry, earthy smoke smell enveloped him. One of the big dudes stood next to the door as Marco and Aria got out on opposite sides. They exchanged a look over the top—they were basically surrounded.

      Six large men with guns walked them through the open doors of the barn, where the smoke smell appeared to have originated. The entire interior was foggy with the stuff, and Marco’s head swam with whatever he was inhaling.

      He grabbed for Aria’s hand, all instinct. She didn’t hang on, but she didn’t let go, either.

      At the far end of the barn, a group of men sat, encased in the smoke, watching women dance to thumping music. The big guns escorted Marco and Aria all the way to the edge of the group.

      A beautiful long-haired, dark-skinned woman whirled in the center of the circle and when she saw the escorts approach, she stopped dancing and spread her arms. The thrumming music stopped immediately. Everyone turned to the man who reclined on a couple of hay bales, his legs wide. The central dancer came to sit beside him and he laid an arm around her waist.

      “Who is this?” the woman asked.

      One of the guns approached her and whispered between her and the reclining man. She laughed and clapped her hands. Their escorts peeled away and the woman gestured at Marco.

      “You, come here.”

      Marco exchanged a look with Aria and she released his hand. He walked to the center of the circle where the dancer had been.

      “No, your woman, too.” The man’s voice was surprisingly deep, like a big opera singer, and it rang through Marco’s bones.

      “She’s not my woman,” Marco argued, but the woman cut him off.

      “Yes, she is.” She gestured to Aria. “Come forward, dear.”

      “So, you are from Louisiana?” the man asked.

      “I am,” Aria said. “He’s not.”

      The two of them conferred and the man sank his hand into her hair. She smiled and spoke something in Spanish across the room. The whole group laughed, and it seemed like the smoke thickened.

      “Then who are you, my boy?” the woman’s words were long, lazy, like they rolled out of her.

      “He’s an unbonded wolf,” Aria said.

      The laughter immediately ceased and the man sat forward, his hands suddenly free and his face bright. He nodded at his companion and she stood, clapping her hands and running around the circle. She had cleared all the people from the immediate area in a manner of a minute.

      Marco was almost dizzy with the shifting magicks, he didn’t notice the man walking toward them until he was so close, Marco could feel his energy. How did Aria handle this at all times without coming apart? It was disorienting.

      “Are you the chef from that rooftop restaurant on the strip?” the man asked. His eyes were dark and they locked on to Marco with quick precision. “With the Italian name?”

      Marco almost couldn’t breathe, but Aria took his hand. “He is. My alpha sent me to you when we realized he was unbonded.”

      The man looked Marco up and down. “That is good.” He walked around Marco and Aria, and the woman who had been his companion came back into the now-empty circle of hay bales and wooden cartons. “My name is Carl Rivera. This is my pack.”

      Marco extended his hand, but Carl did not shake it. He continued to circle and look, like he was deciding whether or not to purchase them at auction.

      “And this is Teresa, my mate.” Carl sniffed the air and extended his hand to Teresa. She danced toward him and slid into his side. “So, Miss Louisiana, you have mated an unbonded wolf?”

      “I haven’t mated him.” Aria’s reply was quick and insistent.

      “But I can smell him on you.” Teresa leaned into Aria from behind her. “And he guards you.” She gestured to Marco.

      “He held my hand.” Aria’s shoulders dropped just a hint. “I can protect myself.”

      “As a bonded wolf, you should know better than anyone,” Teresa said, silkily. “Guarding your mate isn’t about capacity. We can all protect ourselves.” She slid her hand up Carl’s arm. “He guards you because he does not want to lose you.”

      Aria scoffed. “We’re not mated.”

      A shiver coursed through Marco’s blood as Teresa and Carl flashed a glance between them. “But you are,” Teresa said. “You just don’t know it yet.”

      Carl shook his head. “So this is not why you came here.”

      “No,” Aria said. “Francis sent me to ask you what you know about him.”

      When she pointed at him, Marco’s veins chilled. He wanted to redirect their attention. The mating conversation had caught him off guard, but the story of his origins would be even worse than trying to pinpoint his feelings for Aria.

      “They have some problem with me not having an alpha.” Marco waved at Aria.

      Carl nodded. “Yes, they would have a problem with you, and with your mother.”

      Aria’s eyebrows rounded sharply. “You know his mother?”

      “I do.”

      A pain spread across Marco’s chest. “You can’t know about my mother.” He caught himself, trying to recover his wits.

      Carl took Teresa by the waist. “It was my wife who first met her, and she told us about you, but as long as you kept to your life and didn’t harm anyone, we didn’t interfere.”

      Teresa made a gesture, taking her hand under her chin and flicking it out into the air. “Yes, these packs who think they run the world. They say you cannot be unbonded. We say, you are being safe, so you should be free.”

      Aria made an argumentative noise. “How could you just let them run free, unbonded, without telling anyone?”

      “They told us,” Carl said. “This is our territory.”

      “But you knew we were meeting about an unbonded wolf from New Orleans. Why wouldn’t you tell us?” Aria’s voice trailed off when Teresa sucked in a breath.

      “He told you,” she snapped. “This is our territory. We run it how we choose.”

      Aria bit her lip and nodded. “I’m not trying to be disrespectful. But unbonded wolves can be a problem.”

      “There were circumstances, in this case.” Carl met Marco’s eyes and a touch of sadness flickered there. “She chose to live her life as a human, she married a human, she had human children. She knows the rules about shifting.”

      Aria apparently had some trouble digesting this, but Marco couldn’t help the creeping fear. They were skirting dangerously around discussing his mother’s location. He couldn’t allow that.

      “You knew about me?” Marco asked, trying to draw Teresa’s attention away from Aria. Once everyone was looking at him, Marco drew out his chest. “Why didn’t you ever try to contact me?”

      “Your mother asked us not to.” Carl shrugged. “We sent our son Tomás to check on you occasionally.”

      Marco tried to remember the features of the wolf he’d happened across in the lobby of the Cosmopolitan, years ago. He couldn’t be certain if the wolf had been like Carl and Teresa, but it explained why, every once in a while, in one casino or another, or at some party, Marco would feel someone watching him.

      Teresa leaned into Marco. “Your mother said you knew the way of the wolf, that you would never leave our territory, and that you would always be under our protection, if there was a problem.”

      Carl pinned him with a hard gaze. “And there’s never been a problem.”

      “I am careful,” Marco offered. But Aria jumped in front of him.

      “So you know who his mother is and where we can find her?”

      Carl nodded, pulling Teresa around him, like a pair of dancers. He curled his body around hers and they walked back to their seats. “It is no matter of ours. Just like your summit. Here, among our pack, we know where to put our noses.”

      Aria straightened her back. “Well, we’ve never seen an unbonded wolf before, and now, to find two… We’d just like to ask her some questions.”

      Marco held up his hand, about to protest. If he asked Aria not to go see his mother, she would get suspicious and likely insist on going to find her. He typically admired tenacity, but when it threatened to expose his deepest secret, he would rather have her a bit more malleable.

      But it was Teresa, and not Aria, who watched Marco’s response, and he could feel her eyes on him. He swiped his tongue across his lips.

      Carl had his hand in Teresa’s hair again, running it down her back. “We can tell you the area of town where she lives, but she asked us not to find her. I think she doesn’t want her children knowing us.”

      “They are human after all,” Teresa added, but kept her eyes on Marco.

      His skin was starting to crawl.

      “Fine.” Aria sighed. “I can find her, with or without your help.”

      “I will find her,” Marco offered, trying to breathe to keep his heartbeat normalized. “If you tell me where she is, I will find her.”

      Marco waited for Carl and Teresa to finish their deep, longing look into each other’s eyes. He only hoped that he could get to his mother first and get her away from the other wolves’ prying eyes and questions. The one promise he’d made her had been that he would never again visit her, but she would rather have him knocking at her door than Aria.

      He hoped.
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      Teresa came forward with a cell phone and opened a mapping app. “I met her and her children at this market here on the corner. So she’s probably in one of the surrounding neighborhoods.”

      Aria studied the cross streets, locking them into her memory. “Thank you.”

      The alpha female nodded. “Tread carefully.”

      “We will be respectful, but we need to know why she isn’t bonded and didn’t bond her son to your pack.”

      “Just be careful. There is much pain where you plan to dig.”

      Aria bowed her head, nodded to the alpha male, and tugged Marco out of the barn.

      He had a mother. In town. Why would she be here and not in contact with Marco? What the fuck was going on? Unless…

      She slammed the door on the rental car and waited. He sat next to her and she glared. “You knew she was here.”

      No answer. But his heart rate doubled.

      “Dammit. Why did you lie?”

      “I haven’t spoken to her since I was seventeen.”

      Her mouth opened and air fled her lungs.

      “She’s not my mother anymore.” His eyes glistened with pain and he turned away to stare out the windshield at the men watching them from the barn entrance.

      The music had started again and the pulse of the beat amped her already hungry libido. He smelled like sex. And the comment Carl made about her being Marco’s woman… Totally caught her off guard. It shouldn’t have, but she’d been so focused on her anger about Reyna finding her mate and Francis giving the head enforcer position to Rain instead of her.

      Then Marco happened.

      Then the orgasm with Marco happened.

      Hell, she’d just wanted sex. She’d just wanted to forget about life for a few fucking minutes and the man had stripped her soul until she’d wept. She never cried.

      He’d fucking made her cry and she was pissed.

      Now she was pissed that he’d lied. It would make her look even more incompetent in front of Francis. On top of everything else, what she wanted more than anything at this very moment—to strip naked and fuck Marco’s brains out.

      If this is what Reyna had been feeling every time Allan came round, gods, no wonder her best friend had chosen him over her. Just the notion of being away from Marco, out of his presence, made her stomach clench.

      The thought of losing him when she went back to New Orleans pushed her mind back into the present. Back to the problem at hand. She had a job to do. She would worry about her growing link to Marco later.

      Right now they had to find his mother and convince her to speak to the alphas.

      Something unbearably terrible happened to Marco’s mother. No wolf—no mother—would banish her seventeen-year-old son to a life of loneliness without a damn good reason.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, finally breaking the uncomfortable silence.

      “I’m fine.”

      Sure you are. Aria put the car in reverse and backed around until she could pull onto the road again. She drove until the compound was out of sight. A few minutes later they passed the old singlewide that acted as a sentry and then it was empty highway on the way back into town.

      The tension in the car was thicker than the chocolate sauce he’d drizzled all over her body. Even after washing, the scent still clung to her. Heady. Rich. She was drunk on him and unsatisfied.

      About halfway back to Vegas proper, Aria pulled off the road and turned the car off.

      “What’s wrong?” Marco’s voice was drawn and tight.

      “Before we do anything else. We need to relax.” She unzipped and toed off her boots before unzipping her pants. Aria flashed him a smile and his eyes widened.

      “Relax?”

      “Unless you’d rather get out of the car and do this over the hood.” She lifted her hips from the seat and shimmied out of her jeans and panties. “Which I’m fine with, just FYI.”

      “No.” He swallowed audibly and stared at her naked pussy. His hunger matched hers, but it was mixed with fear. Why?

      “In the car then.” She crawled over the armrest between them and reached for the hem of his pants. “Gods I can’t wait to feel you inside me.”

      “No,” he growled. His eyes glowed yellow for a second. Aria froze, her hand a few inches from his body. “I can’t. I’ll lose control.”

      His magick pulsed around her, sporadic and definitely out of control.

      “Trust me,” Aria whispered. “You asked for my trust. Now I’m asking for yours.” She moved over the armrest, but before she could slide across his lap he’d opened the car door and jumped out. The sudden movement threw her off and she landed sideways in the seat with a grunt.

      “Dammit, Marco. What the hell?”

      “I don’t have sex.”

      She gazed up at him through the open car door, dumbfounded. “You what?”

      “I don’t… I’ll shift.”

      Oh shit. “Did that…” She didn’t finish the sentence.

      “Almost.”

      No wonder the man was acting like a cat being threatened with a bath. Aria righted herself in the car and crawled back to her side. They both needed this, but if he was dealing with baggage like that, she was going to have to take this much more slowly. She slipped into her clothes, depressed that once again she’d have to soldier on, unfulfilled and needy.

      “Get in the car, Marco.”

      He sat down and she tugged her boots on. “I think I should go look for my mother alone.”

      “Oh hell no,” Aria growled. “And let you lead us on a merry chase through the city? We are doing this together or I’m going to call for Rain to join us. Your choice.” She zipped up her boots and started the car. “And don’t think I’ve given up on having sex with you, either. It’s like Carl said, we are connected. We are supposed to be together.”

      

      Marco found himself wishing he’d taken Aria up on her sex request. Even just head—something to distract them from the search they were about to undertake. He knew the search would have to be unproductive. He couldn’t let Aria find his mother, and if he led her on a wild enough goose chase, maybe she would let Mary alone and pretend she never found any more unbonded wolves.

      They reached an empty street corner where Aria decided to park. She ground her hands into the steering wheel. “I don’t feel anything.” She glanced up at him. “Do you feel anything?”

      “Not here. Let’s keep driving.”

      “This is the place Teresa said she met your mother.” Aria moved from the car with hunched shoulders. It was after two a.m. and the streets were dark, except for low lighting from high streetlamps and the residual glow of the strip off to the south.

      Marco hadn’t been this far from home in years.

      He followed Aria out into the night, reluctant to commit. Staying near the car, he watched her do a short circle of the street corner.

      “I think it would be best for us to stay together,” she said. “You should be able to sense her, as we get closer.”

      “Fine.” Marco reached out, tentative, his eyes closed. He wasn’t sure how to do this thing, but he imagined sending his wolf out in front of him, looking for companion energy. He turned in a circle. When there was a hint of something, he kept turning, and opened his eyes when he was facing away from it. He wasn’t certain it was his mother, but if it was, they needed to be going in the opposite direction.

      “That way,” he said, raising an arm.

      “Great.” Aria grabbed his hand and whipped around in the opposite direction. “We’ll go this way.”

      “What?” Marco sputtered as she dragged him toward his mother’s energy. “I told you, it’s the other direction.”

      “I assumed you lied.” She had an iron grip on his hand and he couldn’t pry himself away. The binding sensation around his lungs intensified.

      “Why would you—”

      “Oh, come on. I can tell you don’t want to find her.” She yanked him along, down a dark sidewalk where there were two streetlights out. The street seemed lopsided, and no houses were lit, other than a random porch light. They were trespassing.

      He kept following, feeling the light, energetic sensation grow with each step. The presence of his mother, closing in.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to find her.” Marco stopped his progress and Aria kept going. Their hands slipped out of contact and she turned around.

      “Well, you’re not helping.” Hands on her hips, she narrowed her eyes. “I told you, I’ll go get Rain if you don’t help me.”

      Marco matched her stance with an angry sigh. “You’re too worked up about this. My mom won’t be able to help you.”

      Aria shook her head in a quick, angry jerk. “You, who admittedly knows nothing about packs, are going to tell me, the pack enforcer, what will and won’t help, when it comes to pack politics?”

      “My mom has never had a pack, and neither have I. We can’t help you.”

      “That’s bullshit. Everyone has a pack.”

      “If I tell you what I know, will you… Will you leave her alone?” He tried not to be overwhelmed by the tightness inside. He had promised his mother. Promised her. And Aria wasn’t the type to let things go.

      Aria looked at the sky. “That depends on what you tell me.”

      “Fine.” His heartbeat quickened as he took himself back to that day his new life started. “I shifted for the first time and I hid in the desert for days after. My mother found me, holed up in some cave somewhere, and she told me I had a wolf trapped inside me, bound by the moon.”

      “Trapped inside you?” The incredulous note in her voice did not encourage him, but Marco tried to focus on the memory of his mother’s voice.

      “Isn’t that what it is?” Marco clawed at his chest. “It’s inside, and I can feel it sometimes, on the surface, like it breaks out of jail.”

      “That’s a little melodramatic, don’t you think?”

      Marco took a breath in deep and held it. “It’s how it feels for me.”

      “Fine.” Aria crossed her arms. “Your mother told you about the moons, and then what?”

      “She told me that every time there was a full moon, the wolf would get out, and I had to be somewhere it couldn’t hurt any people.” A burn crept up his chest and into his throat. “She said she didn’t have a pack, and that my father was a dangerous man who, if he ever found me, would kill me, and use me to find her.”

      The sarcasm left Aria’s voice. “You believed her. I can feel it.”

      “She called him the devil, Aria.” Marco could feel the tears rising in his eyes. “My own mother tells me that having a wolf inside means a devil can find and torture and kill her… The only woman I’ve ever…” He stopped before the emotion took him completely.

      Aria didn’t speak. Concern brushed over her features and she drew her body into his, curling around him like a cat seeking warmth. She put her ear to his chest and held him. Marco couldn’t handle the warring emotions. Part of him wanted to push her away, part of him wanted to take solace in her. But he had to finish his story. He had to protect his mother.

      “Wolves are a danger to her. If we find her, if we draw attention to her, we could be putting her life in danger.” Marco pulled at Aria’s shoulders. “I can’t find her for you, Aria. Tell me you understand that.”

      Her eyes drew together and a sad sheen licked across them, sending a jolt of emotion straight to his heart. He knew that he and Aria were connected somehow. Like her orgasm had connected them—one so powerful, it ate through them. Or maybe they really were connected on some deeper level, like Carl and Teresa said. He couldn’t be sure.

      “I understand that you don’t want to find her. I’m sorry.” She touched his cheek and reached for the back of his head. With a strong hand, she pulled his head down and pushed his lips against hers.

      The intimacy of the act—even though he had put his tongue inside her only hours before—shocked him. A wild, rough thing unfurled inside like a flag. He could feel it stretching him, pushing him.

      Maybe she had been right to suggest sex as a method of relaxation. He angled his head over hers and kissed her longer, deeper. The electric spark of her beneath him. He wanted her.

      Aria took his hands and bent her body, kissing him, holding him. He panted into her mouth. He wanted her.

      “You weren’t kidding about the distraction,” he whispered, flicking his tongue inside her mouth. “Maybe I could be persuaded.”

      She smiled and gripped his hands tighter. In a low voice, she said, “Chun tú Geallaim mo chroí agus anam go deo.”

      Something moved inside him and a burning sensation on his wrists made him try to pull his hands away, but she had hold of them so tightly. Aria’s ice-blue eyes bored into his.

      “I’m sorry, Marco.” She closed her eyes and repeated, “Chun tú Geallaim mo chroí agus anam go deo.”

      The fire soon took his whole body and Aria released his hands, apologizing again, and running down the street in the direction of his mother’s house.
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      The second the spell took hold, she could feel Marco’s familial bond to his mother. Unlike an alpha or mate bond that could be homed in on from anywhere in the world, a familial bond could only be recognized from short distances—maybe a mile at most.

      She gritted her teeth and continued to jog down the sidewalk away from Marco. What she’d done was wrong, but the pack came first. Her alpha’s orders were to find Marco’s mother. Starting the mating bond was the only way. Aria prayed he wouldn’t hate her for what she’d done when he realized the significance.

      The bond was only half formed. Physical only. Marco’s racing heart. His out-of-breath shock from the power of the spell washing over them. She could feel all of it as if it were her own heart. Her own lungs burning for oxygen.

      Once she and Marco slept together—for real—the second band of tattoos would appear and the bond would solidify between them. Then and only then would they share an emotional connection as well as physical.

      Aria stopped in front of one house and took a deep breath. The magick was stronger. But still a little farther. This was definitely the right street.

      Her feet vibrated. Marco was pursuing her now. She could feel each step he took as if it were her own. The dual sensations—hers mixed with his—was confusing, but necessary. If she let go of the focus she had on him, she’d lose the connection to his mom.

      Aria leaped forward, she had to stay ahead of Marco. His feet pounded on the pavement behind her.

      “What did you do to me?” he growled, quickly closing the gap.

      She was only a few strides ahead now.

      A sudden wash of magick flowed over her and she pivoted, avoiding his long arms by a hairsbreadth and dashed up the driveway she’d just passed. It had to be his mother. The bond tugged at her the same way her bond to her mother used to.

      Aria knocked on the door and braced for impact.

      Marco’s hands closed around her upper arms. “What is wrong with me? I can feel…you…what you feel.” He let go of her and held up both arms. “And what the fuck is up with this insta-ink Celtic-looking shit?”

      “I’ll explain everything, I promise. But we had to find your mother.”

      His eyes widened and he looked at the front door they were standing next to. She could hear footsteps inside the house. “No. I said, no.” He grabbed her hand and yanked her of the front stoop.

      She wrenched her hand from his grasp and winced. “This isn’t a choice you get to make. My alpha ordered me to—”

      “I don’t know who you are, but get the fuck off my lawn or I’m calling the cops.”

      Aria turned. A small female stood in the doorway aiming a shotgun straight at them.

      A moment later the gun muzzle lowered. “Marco?”

      “Ma’am.” Aria took a step forward. “Please. We need to speak with you.”

      His mother’s eyes widened and her nostrils flared. “No. I told you never to come here. Ever. He’ll come. You can’t do this to me. To my family. I found peace.”

      Aria glared. “You don’t look like you found peace.” She pointed to the shotgun. “I need you to come with us. My alpha needs to speak with you.”

      “It’s not safe,” she hissed at Aria. “I’ve stayed hidden from him all these years because I abandoned anything that had to do with being a wolf. I won’t go back into that world now. Tell your friend I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.”

      “Leave it alone, Aria,” Marco growled. “Let’s go.” His voice shook with pain, and anger. She was almost thankful she couldn’t feel his emotions yet. If she could, this moment would be tearing her apart from the inside out.

      “Mrs. DiSanti, I don’t think you understand the severity of the situation. There are a lot of frustrated alpha wolves here in Vegas with their best enforcers all trying to figure out where Elise Blanchard came from and now—”

      “Elise is alive?” The words were barely a whisper.

      “Wait. You know Elise? Blanchard? From New Orleans?”

      “Lupe took the name Blanchard, to hide from him. Her baby’s name was Elise. Is she alive?”

      Shit. There’s a hell of a lot more going on here than anyone realizes. “She is alive. I need you to come with me, now, Mrs. DiSanti.”

      “It’s Mary Foster, now, not DiSanti, and I can’t come with you, my children are asleep in the back of the house. My husband won’t be home for another hour. He works the night shift at the plant”

      “I know this has to be hard and I can’t even imagine what you’re going through, but please call someone to sit with them. We need to go now. My alphas will have my hide if I let you out of my sight and something happened.”

      “I’ll call my neighbor, give me a moment.”

      Aria and Marco stepped through the open front door and Mary closed it softly behind them. He laid a hand on her shoulder and she had to stop herself from leaning closer. He might be angry, but she wanted nothing more than to finish the bond between them as soon as possible. He was her Fated match and she was terrified he’d never want to touch her again.

      Marco’s mother returned from the kitchen. “My neighbor will be here shortly. Let me go put some clothes on. I’ll be right back.”

      Aria nodded.

      

      Marco could have thrown up all over his mother’s doilies and afghans. The sensation of Aria’s heartbeat and her lungs constricting, in addition to the hum of her energy, and the presence of Mary Foster… It was overwhelming. When his mother finally disappeared into her bedroom, Marco turned on Aria.

      “What the hell is going on? And don’t tell me you’ll explain later.”

      Aria glanced down the hallway, shifting from foot to foot. “It is a much longer conversation than we have time for right now. Trust me.”

      He drilled her with all the fury he was holding back and squared his shoulders to face her. “Give me the fucking highlights.”

      She took a step toward him, so close, her breasts almost grazed his chest. He found himself looking down at her breasts straining against the leather, and remembering the car, where she’d almost jumped him. He couldn’t stop thinking about her, naked, wet, waiting for him. His breath came faster and he could feel her heart pound. Her lips curled into a sexy smile.

      “That is the highlight.” Aria reached for his cheek and he jumped at the contact. “And another highlight.”

      “What the fuck is this, Aria?”

      Her forehead wrinkled and she dropped her hand. “It’s magick. Okay? There. Welcome to the real world, where Fate has a say in our future.”

      Marco bit his tongue against his lip to keep himself from lashing out again. Something had burned a couple of green swirly marks on him, and he could feel her, what she felt.

      He had seen the same marks on Francis, but his mother didn’t have them. It must be some sort of pack bond, because everything felt more alive to him, like everything would pulse and sparkle from now on. Like nothing would be the same, ever again. Without thinking, he touched Aria’s cheek and she flinched.

      “Unnerving, isn’t it?”

      “Will you stop?” She stepped away from him, but he closed the distance, marching her backward until her back was against the tall, wooden grandfather clock. He could feel the cut of the hard wood in her back, the cool of the glass on her neck, the thrumming in her belly.

      The smile was back on her lips as he moved in to kiss her. The sensation of her lips on his, feeling the tiny pressure of her tongue pushing back at him. It was like kissing in stereo. He could feel his cock lengthening, hardening.

      Everything buzzed against his skin, and he wondered if it was Aria’s sensation or his or the magick. Whatever it was, it urged him forward, made him press against her with more fury, wanting to be closer, deeper.

      The wolf was surprisingly active inside him, but not clawing to get out. He couldn’t quite put words to the way it bounded, licking at the energy as though it fed off her. He dropped his hands to her breasts and she moaned into his mouth.

      An electric sensation shot from his feet, up his spine, to warm his face and then every inch of his skin. He was so hard, he could have torn through her clothes and fucked her right there against the clock.

      The hazy memory caught him by the throat and choked him away from her. He coughed and spluttered and fell back against the table. Aria’s eyes narrowed in concern.

      “Why do you do that?” She fisted her hands. “By the gods, I promise you, you’re not going to shift.”

      “You can’t promise me that.”

      “Between the two of us, I think we’ll trust my knowledge of what wolves do and don’t do.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t understand.” The memory flooded over him again. Thrusting, grunting, groaning, and then the pulse of the wolf and running out through the neighborhood, into the night. Shifting.

      “I don’t need to fucking understand anything. I know.”

      “Fuck you, Aria.” Marco ground his teeth together. Without a glance backward, he stormed out of the house. He wanted to hit something. More than anything else in the world, he wanted to fuck Aria. But he couldn’t.

      He’d never felt like this before. Wanting so badly to be inside someone. Sex had only ever been play for him, since he started bringing pleasure to women—since he had learned that he could get more pleasure from a woman’s orgasm and from her breaking apart under his tongue than he had when he’d had sex as a teenager. Or than he did when he made himself come.

      Aria was different, and not just because she was a wolf. As mad as he was, as confused as he was, he couldn’t help wanting her. And it was tearing him apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Marco sat through the car ride to the hotel, alternately being angry at Aria and his mother. They were both silent the entire way, as though everyone waited for someone else to break the silence, and no one was willing to risk what might come spilling out of their mouths.

      Aria parked in front of the main hotel entrance and tossed the keys to the waiting valet, practically running into the hotel. She expected him to follow, and Marco knew it. She may have been giving him a moment with his mother, or she may just want to get away from him. He couldn’t tell.

      The valet opened the car door on Mary’s side and his mother looked at him with sad, deep-brown eyes. “Why did you come, Marco?”

      “It wasn’t me.” He tore his gaze away from hers and focused on the dash.

      “You promised me.”

      “Then why are you here?” he spat back. “If this is such an inconvenience, Aria can take you right back where you came from.”

      She sighed. “Now that they know where I am, they will keep coming. This is why I asked you to stay away.”

      Marco fisted his hands against his jeans and rubbed the rough fabric with his knuckles. He hated that she could make him feel like a little boy again. Fuck this.

      He jumped out of the car and followed after Aria, but his mother called his name in a shaky voice, and he couldn’t help that he stopped cold. Soon, her hand was on his arm.

      “You know that I love you.”

      He chewed the inside of his cheek. “Yeah, I bet you do.”

      “This was always about your father.” She tightened her grip and tried to turn him toward her, but Marco wouldn’t give in.

      “You know how we found you, Mom?” He rounded on her, towering over her in his anger. “I found out there’s a pack. Here. In Las Vegas.”

      Her lips settled into a tight line and she hid her eyes under dark lashes.

      “It seems that packs are a thing. Funny. Because I seem to remember you telling me that we had to stay as far away from each other as we could.” He glanced around and lowered his voice as a group of douche-bros passed too close for comfort.

      “It was for your own protection. Don’t you see that?” Her eyes, when they met his, were desperate, red, and wide. It reminded him of the day he’d come back home after shifting for the first time. She looked at him like he was breaking her heart. He had never forgotten that feeling. It gnawed on his insides.

      “Whoever my dad was, don’t you think it would have helped us to have a pack around us?” A burning behind his eyes caught his breath for a moment. “Carl and Teresa, I met them. They’re armed to the eye teeth.”

      Her lips quivered and she took a step back from him, shaking her head. “They never would have taken us in. Not after…”

      When she didn’t continue, Marco threw up his hands. “You don’t know what they would and wouldn’t have done.”

      “I know,” she hissed. “I’ve been trying to protect you.”

      “Mary?” Aria’s voice sent a chill through Marco’s body. Had she heard him? He looked down at his hands, clenched and ready to strike. He hadn’t felt this tense in years, or this angry. With a deep breath, he stepped back from his mother.

      Aria walked around him and put her body between the two of them and gestured to someone behind her. ”Rain, this is Mary Foster.”

      The giant, muscle-bound man from earlier appeared in the corner of Marco’s eye. Gods, had everyone heard them arguing? Marco stepped away, edging toward the hotel entrance. He wanted to get away from this whole mess.

      Rain and Aria spoke with Mary for a moment and Marco tried to calm his breathing. He was entirely too much on edge, and it was hinting at the time of night he would usually be in bed.

      He hadn’t even checked his text messages all night. There were probably a string of angry texts from Troy, telling him the kitchen wasn’t really running properly with only the expediter at the helm. But Marco had the long leash that could only come with having the owner in his back pocket. Still, he almost wished for an excuse to duck out and get away from this mess for good.

      The jury was out on whether he wanted to get away from Aria or not, but he certainly could have used some space. Between Aria’s orgasm and the Vegas pack, the alphas, the bond thing… It was just too much. His psyche needed a break.

      Rain hustled past him, holding his mother’s arm like a Regency lady entering a ball. Marco was glad the big wolf hadn’t asked him to accompany them. He needed to get out of there.

      He turned around and ran straight into Aria. The confusion of feeling the physical contact still hadn’t normalized for him, and he was disoriented long enough that he almost lost his balance. He relaxed against one of the big columns and tried to catch his breath.

      “Watch out,” she said, coming toward him, but he shook her off.

      “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      “You know that it hurts me when you are hurt now.” She held the side of her jaw, where he could feel thrumming in his face from smacking into her. “Be careful.”

      He held his breath for a long moment. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “That’s good to hear.” She stood straight and shook off some of the pain. “Come on, we have to go with them.”

      Marco gestured a stop and held out his hand. “They don’t need me. I don’t know anything else.”

      Aria blinked fast and shook her head. “You don’t think you want to hear about your father?”

      “Fuck my father. And fuck my mother. And fuck the world.” He turned and smacked the column with an open hand, about to walk away. Aria laced her fingers into his and pulled him around to face her.

      A thousand emotions glanced across her features as she stared at him. It seemed like she was about to speak several times, and Marco was mesmerized by the ice and fire of her eyes. It calmed him just to stand in front of her, to breathe in and out, to watch her.

      Still holding his hand, Aria leaned toward him and whispered, “You’re not alone anymore, Marco.”

      The words struck him so deep, he couldn’t form his own words. Her gaze flickered back and forth over his eyes, and his face. He had never seen her be soft like this, and it drew him to her like a magnet.

      He took her face in his hands and drew her lips to his, easing her mouth open and kissing her deep. His tongue slid along hers and he relished the earthy taste of her.

      Sure, he liked kissing her, but could he really trust her?

      Aria pulled her lips away and settled her forehead against his. “I know you’re angry. I can feel your heart beating. Just trust me. You will want to know what she has to say about your father.”

      He drew his eyebrows together and was just about to shake his head and walk away when she took his hand again. The warmth of it. The right of it. He had to trust her. Aria pulled him through the big glass doors of the hotel, past the little clusters of round, red seats in the lobby, and across crystal floors.

      When they got to the elevator, he found himself tensing in anticipation of that feeling he’d experienced before, with all the alphas around. But when they stepped inside the box that would carry them upstairs, he found that the reflection of Aria standing beside him stirred up feelings he hadn’t ever expected to feel.

      He kept focusing on the echoing memory of her words. You’re not alone anymore. He could almost let himself believe that.

      Almost.

      

      The elevator doors opened to an empty hallway. Aria took Marco’s hand and pulled him down the hallway. It was high time he understood that his wolf wasn’t something to be feared. That it is a wonderful gift and that being part of a pack was one of the most amazing things about being a wolf.

      “Where are we going?” Marco tugged her hand.

      “I need to show you something,” Aria answered, pulling even harder. He wasn’t getting out of this. No matter what. Fire burned up and down her skin, desire for her mate who was so close to accepting who he was, yet still had so far to go. He might as well have been on the other side of the country. His anger radiated from his body and fed her already guilty mind.

      She could change his mindset. She had to. But it was going to take some drastic measures. Forcing him to shift was going to be one of them.

      “What? More wolf shit?” Marco snarled, trying to yank his hand away. “Some other spell that I don’t get a say about?”

      Knife to the gut. She deserved that one. They were supposed to be together. The magick never lied. But he didn’t know that. To him it was all one big high he couldn’t come down from and she was the drug that wouldn’t let go. Well, pal. Prepare to be even more pissed. Cause I’m not done yet.

      “Yes. More wolf shit, Marco. Guess what, you’re a fucking wolf. You’re my mate and I’m yours. I can explain everything, but you have to give me a chance.” She breathed slowly and evenly, willing away the overflow of emotions riding just behind her stalwart wall of enforcer bravado. Where was a girl’s BFF when she needed one? That and a tub of chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream. This plan she’d concocted to help Marco also involved her doing things that might ruin the bond between them. Or it could work perfectly and she’d finally get the ride on his cock she’d wanted from the start.

      Making him face his wolf was the only option she could see. Everything standing in his way was internal. Until he faced that, they could never be together. So really…she had nothing to lose, right?

      Aria held on tight to Marco’s hand. He was Fate’s gift to her and she wasn’t giving up on him, not by a long shot. He could kick and scream and throw a fucking fit and she still intended to show him how much he was missing by being afraid of his wolf. She just had to get him into her hotel suite.

      Her room was just around the corner.

      “Where are we going?”

      “My room. I told you, I need to show you something.” Aria pulled a key card from her back pocket to slip into the slot of the door handle. The phone in her hip pocket buzzed. She released Marco’s hand and pulled it out. The screen flashed with a message from Rain.

      
        
        Conference room. Bring Marco.

        

      

      Shit. She let the hotel door swing shut.

      “We’ve been summoned.”

      “I’m not going in there if they’re questioning Mary.” Marco crossed his arms and took a step backward.

      “I’ll be there with you. Everything will be fine.” Aria escorted him down the hallway and pulled the conference room door open. She gestured for Marco to enter first. All eyes were on them both as they entered the packed room.

      Aria ran her hand up Marco’s arm, calming the tension she could see tightening the muscles in the back of his neck. A muscle in his jaw twitched and his heart rate soared. He needed time to adjust to all of this. She couldn’t imagine how hard this was for him. Never being around wolves. Not having the grounding connection to an alpha.

      “Breathe,” she whispered. The magick coursing through a room full of alphas was a lot to take, even for her. Mary sat in a large black leather conference chair about midway down the table. The table was full. At least twenty alphas from around the country sat staring at her.

      She recognized the Cavanaugh alpha from Boston –old money and old blood with a side of narcissistic asshole. The Davis alpha from Hollywood. The McConnell and Gallagher alphas were familiar faces too. Most she didn’t recognize and had never met before. Aaron VonBrandt and Francis Dubois sat directly to Mary’s right and Carl Rivera –the Vegas alpha– sat on Mary’s left with Teresa, his mate, standing just behind his chair.

      Damn, they all got here fast. Not only that, none of them looked like they’d ever gone to bed. Numerous paper coffee cups billowed out of the trashcan near the door.

      She glared at Rain where he stood behind Francis’ chair, like the other enforcers. The room was packed. More alphas stood along the walls with their enforcers. Where did they expect her and Marco to stand?

      Francis caught Aria’s questioning gaze. “That was quick. Elise isn’t here yet, but we have a few more questions for Mary. Just wait there.” He turned his attention to Mary again. “We don’t have any knowledge of Elise’s mother,” Francis said, his voice calm and level. “This is why you are so important to us, Mary. Elise was raised in the human foster care system. She was left at a church with a note stating only her name and that she needed a home.”

      “Lupe left her daughter?” A sob shuddered through Mary’s body and tears glistened in the woman’s eyes.

      Aria’s throat closed.

      Francis nodded.

      “She wouldn’t have left her unless… He must have found her, which means he can find the rest of us. Me. Marco. Elise. He’s probably hunting us as we speak.” Her voice rose with each word.

      “Who is he?” One of the alphas at the table leaned forward with a drawly coastal accent on his tongue.

      Mary’s eyes were wide as she ignored him. “When we left we agreed we would separate and hide for our own protection. Bringing us together only makes it easier for him to locate us.”

      “You called Elise’s mother Lupe. Do you remember her last name?” Francis asked again, ignoring Mary’s frantic behavior. “Focus, Mary. We need you to do this. We can’t protect you, Elise, or Marco without this information.”

      Mary sobbed and shrank into the chair.

      Mary’s fear was palpable in the room. Aria leaned against Marco, but he stepped away from her, denying her his comfort. Tears welled in her eyes. He was blaming her for all of this.

      “She was the only one that could remember her family from before we were taken. Villaneuva. But she knew she couldn’t curse her daughter with that name and he would find her if she’d tried to go home.”

      “Who would find her?”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Where was Lupe from?”

      Several of the alphas tossed questions over each other and the energy in the room shifted with power.

      A look from the Cavanaugh alpha silenced everyone. “His name, Mary. We need his name.”

      “Adrian. We never knew his last name—” Mary paused and looked straight past Aria to Marco. “I’m sorry, Marco. I tried to protect you from the burden of my shame.”

      “Where are you from? Where were you kept?” Francis pushed gently. All of the men at the table leaned forward in anticipation.

      “I don’t remember where I am from. Lupe always said that we were all stolen. That he took us from our families.”

      “Do you remember anything else about the man in charge?” Carl spoke this time.

      Mary shook her head. “I can’t.”

      “We will protect you, Mary. You are safe.” Carl’s voice was so calming. Even though he wasn’t her alpha, Aria could feel him pressing calm toward everyone.

      Tears poured down Mary’s cheeks and Marco took a step backward.

      No. No. No. Aria reached for Marco’s hand again, but he recoiled.

      “I don’t want to hear this. Just leave me out of all of it.” He whirled and took a step toward the door.

      All eyes shifted to Marco and Aria couldn’t stop a whimper from slipping between her lips. The alphas magick slammed into hers like a hurricane wind, knocking her to her knees. Marco tensed and his shoulders went up.

      Francis stood from his seat at the table. “You will stay, Marco DiSanti. You will respect your mother and the pain she’s shouldered alone all these years.” His voice echoed through the room, sending a terrifying shudder along Aria’s spine. She couldn’t imagine going against her alpha’s wishes, but Marco wasn’t bonded. He didn’t have the same connection to a pack that she did.

      Marco stopped, his jaw tight. Aria cringed at the anger boiling in his features. His whole body was tight—calves, thighs, stomach, fists, chest. She wished she had the power to push calm into him, but they didn’t have that bond yet. Right now all she could feel was the physical manifestation of his discomfort.

      Mary glanced at Aria and then past her to her son. “Please let my son leave. These are things he shouldn’t have to hear. I don’t want this burden on his shoulders, Mr. Dubois. Or on Elise’s.”

      Francis’ expression softened. He glanced to several of the other alphas at the table before nodding to Mary.

      “We will respect your mother’s wishes, Marco. Go with Aria.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      Marco’s whole body hummed. The energy was too much. And having been dismissed like he was someone’s child. He was fuckin’ done. No one was going to control him like this.

      He shook off Aria’s hand and stalked out of the room, leaving the strangers to their bullshit meeting. He didn’t need to hear any more. His chest was going to explode and he wanted to punch something. Hard.

      There had always been something wrong with the story his mother had fed him about his father. And to know the man was not only responsible for his mother’s torture, but other women—other wolves. Marco burst through the doors and kept walking, high-paced and angry.

      Footsteps fell behind him and the hallway was nearly empty, save for a couple far down, coming toward them. Marco didn’t want to have it out with Aria in the hallway, but if she tried to feed him some line about pack bullshit, he was going to leave all this behind and go somewhere no one could find him.

      “Marco!” Aria’s voice echoed through the hall. It was practically dawn, or it should be, but she didn’t seem to care if she woke people.

      The couple down the hall didn’t seem fazed, either. In fact, they seemed to pick up their pace. Aria’s hand was on Marco’s shoulder before he could make it to them.

      “I need some space, Aria.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “You don’t know what I need.” He brushed her touch away. “Although you like to fucking think you do, with spells, and trying to get me to kowtow to packs and alphas. This is all fucking bullshit.”

      “Aria?” A calm voice sounded from behind him. Marco turned, about to gather his wits and apologize, but the buzzing energy just wouldn’t stop, and his thoughts were whirling, and he really wanted to find a punching bag. Bad.

      “Elise,” Aria answered. “Why are you up?”

      “We got a call from Rain,” she was saying, but Marco couldn’t focus. This beautiful dark-haired, amber-eyed young woman was Elise. Her mother had been with his mother.

      Marco held out a hand to stop her progress. “You shouldn’t go in there,” he said.

      “I’m sorry, Elise, this is Marco.” Aria grabbed his hand and pulled him to her side. “Marco, this is Elise Blanchard, and her mate, Jared VonBrandt.”

      The square-shouldered blond man held out a hand and Marco saw a peek of the green swirly tattoos that adorned his own wrists. Only Jared’s were doubled. Two endless knots together. Mated.

      Marco shook the man’s hand.

      “Why shouldn’t we go in there?” Elise glanced between Aria and Marco, but Marco held his tongue. He wasn’t going to be the one to tell her. He already wished he could split it out of his own skull. The image of his mother being raped and tortured in some gray room somewhere by a devil man who happened to be his father… that wasn’t going away. Ever.

      “If Rain called you, then you should go in. They gave us permission to leave, but they called us in, too.” Aria gestured toward the conference room. “They found someone who knew your mother.”

      The look of shock on Elise’s face made Marco pause. She grabbed Jared’s hand and their matching marks practically entwined. Her eyes watered.

      “Can I go in?” Elise asked.

      “You should both go in,” Aria said, putting a hand on Jared’s shoulder. “You’ll want to hear this, too.”

      The couple walked on and Marco took that as his cue to leave. He didn’t want to hear his mother talk about Elise’s mother, or about his father, or any other man. He just wanted to go release some tension.

      This had been a fucking hell of a day, and he was done.

      Aria ran after him, yanking at his arm just as he pushed the elevator’s down button. “Marco, by the gods, will you stop?”

      He couldn’t look at her. She was going to play on his sympathy, and his connection to her was too strong for him to resist. Maybe the connection would lessen as they got farther away from each other.

      But did he want to be far away from Aria? Fuck. He didn’t know anymore.

      “Look at me,” she said.

      With a reluctant sidelong glance, he acquiesced. “I’m looking.”

      “I can feel your tension. The unrest. Just trust me when I say, I need you to come with me.”

      He sighed. Part of him just didn’t have the desire to fight it anymore, and wanted to open to her. But if he did… He just couldn’t afford it.

      “I’m not going anywhere with this trust me bullshit.” He turned his body to fully face her. “Because you know what? I don’t fucking trust you. You’ve lied to me, forced me to do the one thing I swore I would never do, and then tricked me into this spell thing that I still don’t understand… All for what?”

      His chest rose and fell in quick succession as he hovered over her. A crease of tension glanced across her forehead, and she shook her head.

      “Well, forgive me if I’ve never met an unbonded wolf before! Fuck, really? You are like the only one in existence. Every other man I have ever met would have bent over backward to bond with his mate when he found her, and you’re acting like I bamboozled you or something.” She held up her wrists. “It was inevitable, Marco. You don’t get that, but it was. Once Fate chooses, that’s it. My pack has learned the hard way—you don’t run away from your mate.”

      The elevator dinged and Marco turned to find the doors opening in front of his face. He made awkward eye contact with a lone drunk guy who gazed at him with bleary eyes and made a mock salute.

      “Going up?” the guy slurred.

      Aria grabbed Marco’s hand. “Nope.”

      Marco tried to shake her off, but she had such an iron grip on him, he couldn’t pry her off. The guy from the elevator gave a drunk snort and muttered something about how bad she wanted it and Marco’s mind went blank.

      Was that what she wanted to show him? Was she going to lock him in the room and make him have sex with her? Fuck.

      Marco’s nostril’s flared and he growled. “Aria.”

      Something in his tone made her stop and turn. Her eyes were on fire, and he couldn’t tell if she was angry or turned on, but he needed to put a stop to this.

      “I’m not going to have sex with you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s the last thing on my mind right now.” She turned back to her room and grabbed him by the elbow. “Well, not the last thing. The last thing on my mind is the score of the Saints game. But I’m not trying to pin you down and fuck you, much as I think you need it.”

      He couldn’t help raising an eyebrow at her. “I need you to tell me what is going on. I’ve had enough surprises for one night.”

      Aria handed him the hotel key card and looked back and forth, up and down the hall. “You are afraid. I can feel it. I promise you, I’m not going to have sex with you unless you beg—and I mean beg—for it.”

      A shiver ran through Marco’s entire body at the heat of her words. He turned the key card over in his hands and considered her.

      “Okay, say I believe you.” He held the card out in front of him. The pressure back and forth from her toes to the floor told him that her impatience was going to win out. Either he was going to go with her, or he wasn’t.

      Did he trust her? No. But if nothing else, he needed her.

      Fuck. He never needed anyone. He did not need Aria.

      The hotel key made a clicking noise when it hit home in the lock. Marco held the door open for Aria and she snorted as she walked past him.

      “Don’t act so high and mighty, mister. You took me up to your hotel room already. I’m just returning the favor.” He dropped the key in his pocket and Aria rounded on him as soon as the door closed.

      She slid her arms around him and he heard her slip the deadbolt into place. Her lips were only inches from his and she stood there, breathing and staring into his eyes.

      “I thought this wasn’t about sex.” He laughed and was tempted to brush his lips across hers, but he waited for her move.

      “It’s not.” She pulled off her shirt and walked toward the center of the room.

      “Okay, it’s starting to feel like this is about sex.”

      Aria just kept walking. She dropped the shirt, peeled off her boots, and then her pants, until she stood on the other side of the large room, pink and naked and beautiful.

      “I’m not seeing the not-about-sex part.” Even as he said the words, he could feel his blood starting to heat. His arms, his extremities, his chest, his heart… He was going to burst into flames.

      Aria put her hands on her hips. “I need to show you that shifting isn’t something to be afraid of.” Her voice was low and sweet, almost melodic. This wasn’t the same Aria who had climbed on top of him in the car and couldn’t wait to get naked.

      Only it was. And she was fucking beautiful.

      “Shifting?” He couldn’t stop staring at the hard-as-granite points of her breasts. “You mean, becoming a wolf?” His heartbeat galloped to a breakneck speed.

      Before he could turn around, Aria melted into a sleek, silver wolf. The air crackled with magic and the great beast padded up onto the bed and laid down on it for a moment. Her eyes stayed on him, almost like a predator, and Marco couldn’t move. A taut hand felt like it was closing around his throat as he felt his wolf pushing at his skin, but Marco held his ground.

      In another flash, the creamy skin of the woman reappeared, stark against the dark green of the hotel bedspread. She turned over and slipped across the bed. When she was standing beside it, she fell to all fours and became the wolf again.

      Marco found that he’d stopped breathing, until the wet lick of the wolf’s tongue caressed his fingers and the beast’s head nudged its way under his hand. He still couldn’t move, but the pressure of Aria’s wolf against his leg was somehow comforting and calming, in a way he’d never known it could be.

      Before he could speak, she changed back into herself and stood in front of him, her eyes again on fire. She slipped her hand to his cheek and he flinched.

      “See?” she whispered. “Shifting is nothing to be afraid of. We can do it at a moment’s notice if we need to.” She met his eyes and held them, a deep heat cascading between them.

      “When you told me that you were afraid to shift…” Her eyebrows knit together. “You need to know that your wolf is nothing to be afraid of.”

      Marco closed his eyes and shook his head. “You don’t understand. I can’t… I’ve never…” He licked his lips. “When I was having sex with my high school girlfriend, I almost shifted for the first time. But I’ve never shifted, other than during the moon, since that day.”

      Aria released a long breath and concern laced her features. “Never?”

      “Not in the twelve years since then. Not ever.”

      She took both of his hands and a red-hot hellfire of a danger zone opened up inside him. He knew what she was going to say, or he knew what he wanted her to say. He wasn’t sure anymore. But even the part of him that wanted to embrace his wolf and be free of the years of shame he’d carried around, being at the mercy of a beast, wasn’t going to be able to do this alone.

      “Here’s what I want you to do, Marco.” She stepped into his space and pulled off his t-shirt. “You’re going to think about letting your wolf loose, and then I’m going to shift with you. And whenever you want to, you think about being this you again, and I will wait for you to shift back.”

      Her hands were on his pants and a slice of fear cut him almost in two. He stopped her unbuttoning. “What if I can’t? What if I can’t shift back?”

      “You can,” she whispered. “I promise. This is how we teach young wolves. Your wolf will feel safer with me around, and then when you feel like it, you try to shift back, and you keep trying until you can do it.”

      He let go of her hands and she kept working on his pants. Before he knew it, she had them off, and his boxers, and he was naked in front of her.

      This was his chance. At least, if something went wrong, Aria could defend herself, and he wasn’t going to get loose and kill people.

      Marco nodded. “Okay. I’m going to put my life in your hands, Aria LeBlanc.”

      Her icy eyes calmed his racing heartbeat. “I promise. You can do this.”

      Without any more hesitation, Marco closed his eyes and thought of the wolf.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      When he was human again, Marco looked around the room for Aria, every part of his body humming with electricity. He expected to see torn sheets and damaged property and a wolf’s body in shreds. Instead, he saw the silver streak of Aria’s wolf and then the white of her skin.

      He was on his hands and knees, in the same place he’d been before he shifted, with his clothes around him, and he was panting. His whole body felt relaxed, like he’d just had the monster orgasm he often dreamt about. The one he’d never had.

      “Aria?” he called out.

      “I’m here.” Her hand slipped up his arm and she crawled along the floor to sit in front of him. “See? I told you, you could do it.”

      Marco shook himself and sat back on his haunches. “I don’t remember much. I never… I never remember any of it.”

      Aria’s features softened and a sad smile spread over her lips. “It’s different for every wolf.”

      “How long were we…?” He couldn’t make the words come.

      “Not long. Maybe two minutes.” She slipped closer and the warmth of her body soothed him. “You didn’t move from this spot. You just stood there, and I could feel your heart beating, but you didn’t move.”

      He forced air in and out of his lungs. To have been a wolf for such a short time, and to have willed himself back to human… He hadn’t known that was possible.

      “Every time I’ve shifted before, it’s been with the moon. I didn’t even know I could…control it.” Emotion pressed at his chest, almost like heartburn after a good meal.

      “That’s why I needed to show you.” Aria rose to her knees and crawled around his body, putting one knee on either side of his legs. “It seems like you don’t even want to be a wolf.”

      “I don’t.” He tried to keep the emotion from his voice, but he couldn’t. He could feel the cracking beginning. “God, Aria, I don’t. I never have.”

      Her body was so close to his. The softness of her thighs against his knees. He could smell her arousal, and the blood rushed to his cock. Suddenly, her hand was in his lap, touching him, coaxing him. She leaned toward him, her eyes molten.

      “You will.” Her lips pressed against his, and Marco met her kiss with such force, he thought he was going to knock her over. His hands went to the sides of her face and he held her still, devouring her like he had devoured her pussy.

      Aria met his passion with a force of her own, her tongue finding his and sliding along it in a strident purpose. Her hand was still on his cock, and he would soon be hard enough to drive nails.

      He wanted to fuck her. Needed it.

      Marco waited for the hesitation that he’d felt earlier that night, and it was still there, hovering in the back of his mind, but it didn’t overtake him. He kissed down the side of her neck, the normal path his lips would always take.

      A laugh rumbled in her throat as he kissed across it and down toward her breasts. She grabbed his chin and brought his face up, even with hers. The amusement in her eyes startled him.

      “I don’t think so.” She kissed him and pressed him backward until he lay on the ground below her. Her body hovered over him, just a whisper away from sinking down onto his throbbing cock.

      “Aria…” He stopped.

      “Just let me drive this time, okay?” She kissed his throat and the warmth of her lips made a hot little trail down his body. “I told you.” More kisses. “Begging for it.”

      She drew her tongue down his abdomen and he tensed with each lick. His cock twitched in anticipation of the contact, and when she finally did put her lips on him, he sucked a breath in so fast, it made a noise so loud the room echoed with anticipation.

      Something about her, this woman. This wolf. She called out the wild in him, and it seemed like the beast inside would never be able to get enough of her.

      

      He’d been able to shift and change back. Not confident yet, but at least she’d gotten him that far. Being a wolf was as much a part of her as the ability to breathe. They were mates and she needed her mate to feel at least a small amount of that same connection to his animal. Certainly not feel trapped and afraid of it.

      Aria sucked the tip of his cock into her mouth and moaned with a hum of satisfaction. Finally a taste of him. She’d needed this for too long.

      She pulled away and licked the crown a few times just to tease a blissful moan from him. Then took him in her mouth again and bobbed her head, reveling in his tense thigh muscles beneath her hands and the energy flowing between them. Her pussy throbbed, empty and wanting, but he had to ask. Beg. She’d taken so much without explaining or warning him. Aria refused to go further than giving him head unless he asked explicitly for it. She belonged to him, too. He needed to come to that realization before they could finish the bond swirling and growing between them.

      “Deeper.”

      Ah, a request. That was more like it. Aria surged down, taking him all the way to the back of her throat. The taste of him had her so aroused she could feel her warm juices dripping down her inner thighs. Not jumping on his dick and riding him until she couldn’t breathe was the hardest temptation she’d ever faced.

      Marco groaned beneath her and slid his hands into her hair. He grabbed handfuls of it, taking more control of her movement on his cock. She hummed again, pleased he felt comfortable enough to take control. Aria loosened her jaw and let him fuck her mouth, enjoying every second as much as he was.

      “God, you feel so good.”

      She smiled around his cock and dragged her fingernails along the tops of his thighs slowly. He jerked and groaned and then thrust himself even deeper, pushing against the back of her throat again.

      Pulling away gradually, she let his cock pop from her mouth with a loud smack. He released his hold on her hair reluctantly. When he’d finally relinquished, she rose to her knees, looking down at his naked, sexy body. Then she dropped again, placing one hand beside his shoulder to brace herself, before capturing his mouth with her hungry lips. She skimmed her free hand down his sweat-slicked abdomen and wrapped it around his hard cock.

      “Shit, Aria…I can feel…everything,” he murmured against her lips.

      She smiled over his mouth. The heady feeling of being able to experience his physical pleasure mixed with hers. Nothing else quite like it on the planet.

      “It is amazing,” she whispered.

      Marco wrapped his arms around her and rolled them so that she was pinned to the floor beneath his weight.

      Her eyes widened in surprise and she looked up at him. His eyes glowed with fire from his wolf. The hunger her body ached with was reflected in his dark gaze.

      “I want all of you,” he growled.

      She smiled and clicked her tongue. “Make me believe it. Take me.”

      Marco dipped his mouth to her breasts, stroking one nipple with his warm tongue and then the other.

      Aria groaned and rocked beneath him, greedy for more of his mouth. Mostly for his dick. Her body rippled with anticipation, ready to erupt and send her careening across wave after wave of pure bliss. He didn’t disappoint. He latched on to a nipple and teased it with his teeth, nipping just hard enough to blend that burn of pain to pleasure.

      His cock was there, nudging her slick folds. She fought the urge to arch her hips or claw at his back to pull him closer. This was about him being in control and her giving him what he asked for.

      She needed to belong to him, but it needed to go both ways. He had to want her just as hard. Aria needed to feel his desire above and beyond the pull of Fate. To be wanted for her, a woman who’d suddenly found herself alone and disconnected from her pack. Her best friend had moved on and the man she considered a second father ignored her in favor of a nephew he hadn’t seen in over a decade.

      Marco accepting –no embracing –this mate bond with her meant everything. Facing his fear of being a wolf was one thing, but truly accepting life as a mated wolf, as a part of a pack—Gods, would he want to stay here or would he go home with her to New Orleans?

      “Be with me, Aria,” he ordered, sliding his fingertips between her labia and circling her throbbing clit. “Quit thinking so much.”

      Her worries melted away and she smiled up at him. His firm tone of voice made her all warm and gushy inside. She melted into his caresses. The feeling of his fingers twisting and stroking her clit nearly brought her over the edge.

      “Please. I need you inside me.”

      “I thought I was supposed to beg?” His voice was soft and filled with mirth. The stress and fear of losing control were completely gone. This was how he should be. How he should always be.

      Aria reached up and caressed his cheek.

      He leaned into her palm, and then turned his face and kissed it.

      Dammit. He’d totally gotten her off track with his mouth and his fingers and, hell. It didn’t matter who begged as long as they both wanted the same thing, right?

      “I take it b-back,” she moaned through him teasing her clit again. “Marco, please.” She arched her hips, trying to coax him in a little faster. The damn man was taking his sweet time. Not that she didn’t deserve a little torture…or enjoy it.

      “That’s more like it.” He thrust deep with one fluid movement.

      Aria gasped for breath. The sudden fullness set off the building orgasm. It crashed through her, tearing apart every shred of control. She screamed and trembled in the same moment. Digging her fingers into his back, Aria rode wave after blissful wave. She tangled her legs around his as his name formed on her lips.

      Her pussy tightened around his cock and their shared pleasure drove her even higher. She could feel the tension, the fire of his hunger for her and it filled every cell of her body. Marco’s name slipped out in a half sob along with a scream of release as his next thrust sent yet another orgasm roaring through her body.

      Their magick pulsed together, prickling her skin. He followed her over the cliff, coming hard as her pussy milked his cock.

      “That was amazing.” Aria shuddered as Marco let his weight sink slowly down on top of her, aftershocks of their shared climax shivered down her spine. He rolled over, reached up the side of the bed and yanked the fluffy comforter down to cover them before tugging her closer, tucking her head into the crook of his shoulder.

      Every breath came out in a pant and her body twitched every few seconds, still settling from the power of their mating. They settled into an intimate position, curled against each other on the lush floor rug of the hotel room. The bed was barely a foot away, but she didn’t want to disrupt the blissful moment she’d found in her mate’s arms.

      Marco tucked the comforter around her shoulders, warding off the slight chill in the air. Aria moaned, contentment relaxing her body from head to foot. She took one more deep breath before drifting into a peaceful sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      Marco woke with Aria curled against him, wrapped in the comforter, still on the floor. His back screamed at him, and he had an urge to stretch out. Only he didn’t want to wake Aria.

      She was nuzzled into his side, one breast cresting the edge of the soft green comforter, tempting him. He blinked himself awake, unsure of what had woken him, and very uncertain of his surroundings. The room was dark, blackout curtains keeping the day at bay, and he could still smell the musk of their sex. They couldn’t have been asleep long.

      He couldn’t believe he was lying on the floor of a hotel room with his mate after a night of shifting and sex. Still didn’t feel real.

      For a long moment, he just stared at Aria. One of her hands stretched over her head, out of the green comforter, and he could make out the second row of tattoos that matched the ones he’d seen on Elise and Jared.

      Fuck. This magick was real. Some bond really did exist between them, and they had the ink to prove it. But what did that mean? Was he…like…married? Fuck. This was weird.

      Weird because he didn’t hate it. For the first time, after a night of raucous wolf play or sex or pleasure, he woke at peace. He didn’t want to change anything except the crick in his back.

      Marco put his hand under his head and drew himself up on his elbow so he could get a fuller look at his mate.

      His mate.

      She was fucking gorgeous. And the magick that crackled in the air around them was almost comforting. He’d felt it when he first saw her in Amare and it had grown more powerful each moment they were together. So powerful, it almost overwhelmed his senses.

      A deep affection crowded his chest and stopped his breathing. She was an amazing woman. She had forced him to face his demons, but she’d been right by his side the whole time, challenging him and touching him and… Loving him.

      His cock stirred and Marco laughed at himself. After years of technical celibacy, he was going to enjoy every moment of having Aria around. However long she wanted him.

      The growing warmth in his chest was suddenly joined by another, phantom emotion that seemed to try to squeeze inside him. Aria made a satisfied moan, like she was coming out of sleep, and she leaned back against his chest.

      This second feeling was not like the occasional elevated thud of her heartbeat, which he’d gotten used to tuning out, or like the feel of tight pain on his skin when he had squeezed her nipple. This was deep inside, unseated, location-less, like it lacked a physical anchor. But it overwhelmed, just the same.

      Was he actually feeling something that Aria felt?

      She laughed, short and tight, and opened one eye. “This is surreal, Marco.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing.” He dipped down to kiss the soft flesh on the back of her arm and noticed the comforter had slipped down below her nipple, exposing one breast completely.

      Marco threaded his hand under her arm and cupped her breast, pinching her nipple. Not only did he feel the prick of sensation in his own chest, but a sharp, intense desire spread through him and brought his cock to life under the wiggle of her ass.

      The combination of her arousal and his spun into a whole new orbit and his whole body throbbed with it. Her sharp breath brought his attention back to the floor of the hotel room and her hand covering his.

      “That,” she said, panting. “Fuck, if this is what waking up is going to feel like, I’ll do it more often.”

      “Can you feel it, too?” he whispered in her ear, kneading at her nipple with the pads of his fingers.

      She gasped. “Oh yes.”

      “Like…holding a mirror up to your desire, and then it’s magnified to infinity.” When another sharp sensation caught him by the throat, Marco had to drop his hand and Aria moaned. But he couldn’t stop.

      “You’ve never been bonded to a pack,” she said, patting his hand. “So you won’t know this, but you get used to it.”

      He rolled onto his back, trying to breathe through the boomerang of emotion that bounced around inside. “I can’t imagine that.”

      Aria turned over to face him and slid her hand across his chest. “Just breathe through it. It helps.”

      The rhythm of her touch soothed the emotion and secured his senses again. “You’re not gonna be able to read my thoughts or anything, are you?”

      She laughed and kissed his stomach, nipping at the skin. A gratified moan buzzed in her throat and she slipped her hand under the comforter to grip the base of his painfully erect cock.

      “No, but you might be able to read mine.” A wicked smile crossed her features and she stroked him with a light touch.

      Marco echoed her laughter and more of the oppressing cloud of emotion swirled away. It was going to be a learning curve, but one he looked forward to. He could almost imagine every morning beginning this way—Aria in his bed, naked, laughing, aroused.

      That would be the dream.

      She pulled the comforter away and stood, offering her hand. He got to his feet and she led him toward the back of the hotel room, where it was darker. She flipped on the light in the bathroom and the black granite, glass-enclosed shower practically called his name.

      Aria stepped inside and turned on the water. “How hot do you like it?”

      “Hot,” he growled, coming up behind her and taking her breasts in his hands. Water cascaded over them and soon, steam surrounded them. Marco pulled the door closed so the steam wouldn’t escape, and Aria reached for the bottles of hotel shampoo.

      She lathered up his body, and he lathered hers, enjoying the wet, slick feel of their hands on each other, and the earthy scent of the soap enveloping them. His dick was so hard, he could have bored a hole in her, but she touched him everywhere except the one place that felt like it needed attention.

      He kept trying to move his hips so he could feel the wet friction of her skin against the hot skin of his erection, but she kept turning away. The laughter in her throat drove him insane. She was enjoying his torture.

      The surge of her glee and his frustration swirled in a confusing haze around him and he breathed so forcefully, the water spurted off the end of his nose as he stood under the stream. Marco pulled Aria around to face him and hooked his hands around her thighs. The shock on her face barely had time to register as he drove her back against the shower wall and her legs curled around his back. His cock slipped inside her in one glorious, long thrust, and he released his breath.

      Aria giggled and buried her face in his neck. “Fuck,” she whispered while he plunged into her again. She wiggled against the wall, angling her hips up, and gripped his neck. Marco found a steady footing and put one hand on the wall to get better leverage. He was going to fuck her until she stopped torturing him.

      It might be a long time, but he was okay with that.

      The loud report of a throat clearing froze Marco, mid-thrust. That wasn’t the sound of Aria’s lust… It was…fuck. Out the corner of his eye, Marco saw a dark shape standing just outside the bathroom door.

      Another clear of the throat and Aria looked up as well. Marco wasn’t sure what to do with the sexual momentum they’d gathered, but he stepped back as Aria climbed off his hips. When his cock slid out of her with a pop, Marco realized for the first time how easy it had been for him to just pin her against the wall and fuck her. He hadn’t thought, even once, about whether or not he would shift, or what might happen. He’d just known he needed to be inside her.

      “I don’t mean to interrupt…” Francis’ deep voice seemed to fill the entire bathroom. “You left the adjoining door unlocked and I needed to speak with you.”

      Aria was about to step around him, but Marco kept her where she was, covering her naked body with his. Francis was a nice dude, and there were a lot of things about the alpha relationship Marco didn’t get yet, but there was no way in hell another man was gonna see Aria naked. Not now, not ever.

      “You couldn’t text or call?” Marco growled. Aria smacked his shoulder, but Francis just laughed.

      “He’s got a lot to learn, Aria, so cut him a break.” Francis tapped the doorjamb. “But if you could get a towel on, I need to speak with you.”

      “Can you wait in the bedroom?” Marco found himself speaking more sternly than he had anticipated, but he didn’t back down. He kept Aria behind his body.

      Francis smiled. “I get that, boy, I do. I’ll let you get yourselves together.”

      Aria smacked Marco’s chest when her alpha left the doorway. “Don’t talk to him like that.”

      “He’s not my alpha.”

      She rolled her eyes and scooted past him. “Well, he will be.”

      Those words caught Marco off guard. As she opened the glass door of the shower, Marco grabbed her wrist. “What does that mean?”

      Aria shrugged. “You’re my mate, you don’t have a pack, so Francis will bond you to ours.”

      Marco sucked in a long breath and released her. She wrapped herself in one of the plush white towels and put another around the black tendrils of her hair, swirling it around like a turban to sit on top of her head.

      He leaned against the shower wall and let the hot water spill over him, pummeling his skin and building up steam again. Aria fixed him with wide eyes and he felt a release of the tension wash across his skin like a shower of calm.

      “You belong with us.” She put a hand on the glass, near him, and raised her eyebrows. “Your mother wants to live her human life, still, and you need to belong to someone. Every wolf needs to belong to a pack.”

      He brought his fingertips to match hers on the glass and settled his lips into a line. He’d never belonged to anyone before.

      “You go talk to Francis.” Marco stepped back under the stream of the water. “I get the feeling he wants you out there alone.”

      The heat of her seemed to seep through the glass, and she held there for a moment longer. There was so much they needed to talk about, so much they needed to learn about each other, but there would be time.

      He wasn’t sure how long their bond would last, but there was a big part of him that wanted it to be forever. She was right. His mother wanted to be human, and he had never really belonged in Vegas. Could he move across the country? He didn’t know, but he could at least entertain the idea of belonging to Aria and to a group of wolves in Louisiana.

      

      Aria closed the bathroom door and leaned against it. She let her gaze fall on Francis. He’d taken a seat in one of the chairs across from the bed.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “On top of Reyna’s absence, I know you’ve felt slighted by Rain’s return and my assigning him as head enforcer.” Francis took a slow breath. “I love you like my own daughter, Aria. You know I do. You’ve lived with Reyna and I since we lost your parents, Rain’s parents, and my wife in that tragic accident and I can’t imagine that big house at home without at least one of you in it.”

      Aria’s chest tightened. He was talking like he was releasing her from the position of enforcer or sending her somewhere. “I—” What was there to say? She loved him too. He’d been her father and her alpha for a decade. Their closeness was why she’d assumed when Reyna left to be with Allan, that she’d automatically become his second-in-command. But a day after Reyna told her father she was staying in Somewhere, Rainier had appeared, immediately filling the void she left.

      “I knew it would be difficult when Reyna went so suddenly. And I know my bond with Marco happened without speaking to you first and—”

      “Aria.” Francis raised his hand to quiet her outpour. “I trust you as much as I trust Reyna. You were raised to embrace your wolf and the magick that surrounds us. Neither one of you would ever choose to bond with a man who wasn’t Fated for you. It’s in your blood.”

      Relief poured through Aria’s body. She’d been worried he would be angry, or worse—disappointed.

      “Thanks to Marco’s mother, we have a lead to follow and the alphas will be discussing plans for sending out a group of enforcers. I wanted to speak with you ahead of time so you knew where my heart was. You would be the obvious choice for me to send.”

      Air whooshed from her lungs. Leave? She should’ve been excited, but a clammy, sick feeling curled in her belly instead.

      “I would like to send Rain in your place. And I would like you to bring Marco back to New Orleans to stay with us. He needs time to learn what it means to be a wolf and who better than his mate to teach him.”

      The nausea passed and relief once again unlocked her stalled-out heart.

      Francis smiled. “I can tell that scenario appeals to you. I had hoped you would feel that way, but I wanted to be sure. I am willing to send you, if that is what you wish. You are a strong and capable enforcer for the pack, Aria. I value you and your ability, never doubt that.”

      Her head was shaking before the words spilled out. “Send Rain.”

      Francis nodded. “Have you spoken with Marco about returning with us?”

      “Only just.”

      The door opened behind Aria and Marco stepped out, a towel wrapped tightly around his waist. The whole nudity-isn’t-a-big-deal would take some getting used to —that and the fact that privacy didn’t really exist. Sure some pairs chose to live in their own homes, separate from extended family, but most members of the New Orleans pack lived in a large renovated hotel. If your mother’s cousin’s brother and his wife weren’t down the hall, they were usually only one floor up or down. She’d lived there her whole life until her parents had died. After that, Francis had moved her in with him, along with Rainier and the rest was history. The enormous St. Charles house had been their home ever since.

      Mostly, wolves preferred to live together. At least hers did. And it was safer for everyone. Aria couldn’t imagine living alone how Marco had for all these years. The isolation would’ve driven her mad.

      “I want to be with Aria. If that means moving to New Orleans, then so be it.”

      “Good. I look forward to getting to know you, son.” Francis stood. “I’ll let you two get dressed. The summit is meeting in half an hour and there are things both of you will want to be present to hear before we dismiss to leave.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m going to go speak with Rain. He doesn’t know any of this yet.” Francis opened his arms. “I’m sorry I withdrew when Reyna left. Just when you needed me more than ever. My sweet Aria.”

      She stepped into his arms and nuzzled against his shirt a few seconds longer, soaking up the fatherly affection she hadn’t realized she’d desperately needed. The pack-to-alpha bond between them vibrated with life and she breathed deeply, peace enveloping her completely for the first time since they’d left Somewhere, Texas.

      Now her focus could shift to where it truly belonged.

      Marco.
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      She and Marco slipped quietly into the conference room and walked to the far wall where Rain and a couple of other enforcers stood listening.

      “What’s going on?” Aria asked, slipping into an opening between the corner wall and Rain.

      Rain shook his head. “His mother is recounting what she remembers, for the full summit.”

      “She was stolen when she was just a kid. Before puberty,” the female standing on the other side of Rain whispered, a trace of a Boston accent filtering through—the Cavanaugh enforcer. “And there were others.”

      Aria’s eyebrows rose. Grabbing the girls young made sense. A wolf before puberty was unbonded to their pack alpha. And a familial bond, unlike the infinite alpha or mate bond, could only reach about a mile.

      Mary began speaking again and Marco tensed. His heart rate quickened.

      The details his mother was sharing were enough to make even the most steeled enforcer feel ill. Aria was no exception. She thanked the gods this monster hadn’t stolen girls from their pack.

      “One of the women slipped us a key one night and told us to run. She gave us the name of a church and a priest who would help us. We were so terrified, but anything was better than staying. Anything. Even death.”

      “You told us that you and Lupe were both pregnant by this same man?” Another alpha spoke. His voice cracked, emotions bleeding into the room—anger, pain, fear.

      “Yes, and Gabriella. All three of us were. But there were others who weren’t pregnant, at least they weren’t aware of a pregnancy yet. Seven of us ran together.” Mary took a deep breath. “Because we were pregnant, the priest helped us get into America. He helped all the others leave the continent.”

      “And all seven of you were wolves,” the Cavanaugh alpha said.

      Mary nodded. “Yes. The seven of us and our mothers belonged exclusively to him. But there were so many…so many we left behind.” She blinked and wiped her eyes again. “We had to hide. To never go back to a pack. He has eyes everywhere.”

      Air rushed from Aria’s lungs. All pregnant by the same man. That meant Elise and Marco were half siblings. And that there could be more out there. A lot more.

      “That’s why you were so afraid of Teresa when she met you in the market.” The Vegas alpha’s statement hung in the air for a moment before Mary confirmed it with a quick nod.

      “We couldn’t trust wolves. Wolves kidnapped us.”

      The room fell silent. The tension was palpable and Aria fidgeted uncomfortably next to Marco and Rain.

      The Cavanaugh alpha stood from his seat at the table. “The alphas have met through the night to determine the best course of action, given this new information. We’ve called you here to announce our plans.”

      He turned to Elise, who stood along the far wall with her mate. “Elise Blanchard and Marco DiSanti, you are the first wolves we’ve encountered that do not belong to a pack. What this man did to your mothers is unconscionable and against everything being a wolf signifies. You have my word and the word of every other alpha in this room. Justice will be served.”

      Aria’s stomach clenched.

      The Cavanaugh alpha looked straight at her. “New Orleans has put a claim on Marco and he will be bonded to the Dubois pack upon returning to their territory. His sister Elise has already bonded to the pack family in Somewhere, Texas. For Mary—”

      The Vegas alpha stood and waved down the Boston alpha, quieting his declaration. Cavanaugh always played the part of the king, given that his pack was the oldest and richest in America, but he wasn’t a king. Moonbound wolves recognized no king. It was good Francis had spoken to them before the meeting, instead of Marco getting blindsided with it.

      “Mary has agreed to bond to our pack so we can protect her if the need arises, but she will be allowed to remain autonomous with her human family with pack interaction only on full moons,” Rivera said, before dropping back into his seat.

      “Very well,” Cavanaugh said. “The alphas have discussed these matters in light of Mary’s information. A plan has been formulated.”

      

      Marco’s mother backed away from the table, taking Teresa’s offered hand. The big man with a Boston accent kept talking about some plan to go to Guadalajara, and started naming families. Each one stood until there were ten.

      “In order to determine the extent of the mistreatment of wolves, and the breeding of unbonded wolves, we must discover the identity of this man and put a stop to his activities, if they continue.” The man continued to speak, but Marco found himself drawn away from Aria’s side.

      His mother walked with Teresa out the side door of the conference room and he noticed Elise follow her, also leaving her mate. Marco did the same.

      “Mary!” Elise called, once they were in the hall. Marco closed the door behind him and froze in place as his mother turned to face Elise. “Please. Tell me what you know of my mother.”

      Tears melted his mother’s face and she gripped Teresa’s hand for support. “I don’t know anything other than what I said in that room,” she said. “I’m sorry that I can’t tell you more.”

      “You don’t know how she got to New Orleans? Or anything about the church where I was found?”

      Mary shook her head. “I came here after we escaped, and it was important that none of us saw each other. I wish I could help you.”

      Elise looked around the hallway with deflated eyes, and they locked on to Marco. She seemed to need something from him, although he wasn’t sure what it was. He could no longer tell one wolf’s energy from another, unless Aria was near. He would have to work on understanding the different bonds.

      But he reached for Elise’s hand. “You have a family now,” he said.

      Her own eyes teared, and she swallowed hard. “Jared keeps telling me that. I just wish I could have known my mother.” She took his hand, squeezing it. “You’re so lucky you grew up with your mother.”

      Marco tipped his head and tried to smile at her, but he wasn’t there yet. Elise was probably a great person, and perhaps after getting to know her better, he wouldn’t want to plant her six feet under for saying that. Or maybe that was just what siblings always felt about each other.

      He wouldn’t know.

      “Marco grew up without a mother, too.” Mary’s gaze gleamed as she looked at him. “In many ways.”

      But instead of the vehement anger that he expected, Marco grimaced almost on her behalf. “Could I have a moment alone with her?” he whispered, trying to keep his calm in front of the strangers whom he’d discovered were his family.

      Teresa took Elise in much the same way she’d taken Mary, and they were soon out of sight. Marco rubbed his hand across his face.

      “You could have told me,” he said. “But now I think I get why you didn’t.”

      Mary reached for him. “It will never stop hurting, Marco.”

      He glanced at her hand and held himself back for a long moment. Listening to his mother talk about her ordeals, and what life had been like for her before they came to Nevada… He wished he’d known these things when he was learning about his wolf. He wished he’d had someone like Carl to guide him, and someone like Teresa to mother him.

      But he hadn’t. He’d had Mary. He finally reached for her hand. Relief etched across her face like a waking sunset.

      “How do you know it never stops?” he found himself asking.

      “It’s been my whole life, and it’s never really stopped.” She squeezed his hand. “I hope you can at least understand why I never told you.”

      “Will you be safe enough? With Carl to protect you?”

      Her dark eyes took on a sad slant. “It was never really me that I was worried for.” She reached for his face and touched the side of his cheek with a light fingertip. “Adrian wants you. He wants Elise. And if there are others, he will want them.”

      “Then why not send me to Carl when I was a boy?”

      Mary shrugged. “I didn’t know them. Adrian told us that all the packs would shun us, and that we would never be welcome because we didn’t have a family, other than him.”

      Marco rolled his head from side to side. “He was a piece of work.”

      A bright light twinkled in Mary’s eye. “You are nothing like him, my son.” She pointed back toward the conference room. “You should go back and be with your new mate. With your new family.”

      Marco’s brows drew together. “You will always be my mother.”

      A lance of pain creased her features and Mary’s tears flowed again. “I’m glad you found me, Marco. I see now that I was wrong to keep you from a pack. You have come alive.”

      “That’s all Aria,” he said. “She is hard to read and she’s headstrong, and she never—ever—listens to me, and she makes every part of me alive.”

      “She sounds like someone I know.” Mary squeezed his hand. “You be well, my son. I will always love you.”

      Marco nodded and watched her walk down the hall to join Teresa. She was small and moved more slowly than she used to, but she still had the same resilient heart. Part of him was even glad she would get to stay with her human family.

      He had long ago learned not to begrudge life her caprice. The things that seemed to bring heartache one day might bring a blessing the next. He may have grown up with a hard mother and with some kind of psychopath for a father, but it had brought him to Aria and he wouldn’t wish that away for all the white picket fences in the whole world.

      Marco slipped back into the conference room just as a group of people were walking forward to stand at the front of the room. Rain went along, and the redhead from Boston, along with several he didn’t recognize. He found Aria quickly and slipped along the wall next to her. He grabbed her hand.

      “You’re smiling like the wolf in the hen house,” she said with a laugh. Marco leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, pausing for a moment to nuzzle the soft flesh of her neck.

      “I saw you standing there. I couldn’t help it.”

      Aria raised one eyebrow. “Did you speak to your mother?”

      “All work and no play,” he said, nipping the flesh below her ear.

      “Well, if you did speak to her, I declare a miracle.” Aria pushed him away from her neck. “They’ve selected the group to go to Mexico.”

      “I see we’re not in it.” Marco nodded at the formidable group at the front of the room.

      “Francis thinks it’s best if you come back to New Orleans with me.”

      “For once, I agree with Francis.” Marco went back to kissing the flesh of her neck. There was a round of applause, and he smiled into her skin. “Yes, I agree, I am pretty good at neck-biting.”

      “I’m serious, Marco.” Aria came to stand in front of him as the crowd milled around them. “I know we haven’t talked about it much, but…”

      “I’m ready,” he said, meeting her eyes. “I’m ready to be part of a pack.”

      “Just like that?” One of her brows rounded. “Seems fishy.”

      Marco pulled her into his body. “It’s really just a ruse to get you into bed.” He kissed down her throat, then up again, and he could feel her laugh beneath his lips.

      “That’s a ruse I can get behind.”
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      Three months later

      New Orleans, Louisiana

      

      Light glinted off every stainless steel surface in the kitchen as Marco flicked the switch and uncovered Aria’s eyes. Her long, dark hair made a trail behind her as she spun in a circle.

      “Oh, baby,” she cooed. “You really cleaned this place up.”

      Marco slipped his arms around her waist. “I did, didn’t I?”

      She leaned back against his chest. “I have to say, when Francis brought me here before Christmas, I didn’t think it was salvageable.”

      “Needed some major gutting,” he said. “Katrina did a number on this place.”

      “Last major damage in Holy Cross. I think Francis was just as excited about restoring this old Creole church as he was about giving you a place to cook.”

      He shrugged. “It fits the character. Although my mother would probably accuse me of blasphemy with my fine dining restaurant in a gutted-out narthex.”

      “It’s very New Orleans.” She turned in his arms and met his eyes. “That’s the first time you’ve mentioned your mother since we got back from Vegas.”

      Marco was about to wiggle out of her grip, but he could tell by the narrowing of her eyes, she meant to make him answer the hidden question. Why suddenly talk about your mother? He smelled the chocolate soufflé, almost ready by his watch, and thought again about escaping her, but her arms were too tight around him.

      “She’s very religious, that’s all.” He kissed her forehead. “Come on, Aria. I need your opinion on the soufflé.”

      “Marco.” She caught his hand as he tried to walk away. “Why bring up your mother?”

      “Babe. There’s a fine line between under-baked and over-baked, here. I want you to taste the soufflé when it’s perfect.”

      Aria released him. “Fine, take the damn thing out of the oven.” She pointed at him “But you’re gonna tell me why you brought up your mother.”

      A short sniff of a laugh escaped his nose. Aria was so aware of every moment of his life these days, with the moon approaching, and with the restaurant opening. He loved that she cared enough to pay attention, but the no-private-thought-or-feeling thing was still new to him, even after three months.

      He checked the egg timer that he’d set for the soufflé. Still ten minutes. Opening the oven to look at it would only release all the perfection he’d striven to achieve in temperature and moisture inside that sealed oven. It would kill the rise in these last few minutes.

      Marco sighed and put his hands on the counter, his back to Aria. “Does there have to be a reason for me to bring her up?”

      “You wouldn’t insist there wasn’t a reason unless there was a reason you didn’t want to talk about.”

      “I didn’t understand any of that.”

      She laughed. “You think I won’t ask if that timer goes off and your dessert thing comes out. You think you can distract me with food.”

      Marco echoed the humor, feeling the rise of her sarcastic edge. She did love the banter. “Come over here.” He held one arm out and she walked into his side. “I love you, do you know that?”

      “I know.” She picked up the whisk off the wooden cutting board and handed it to him. “And I think I know why you brought up your mother.”

      “You do?” Marco began to whip the cream.

      “You want to go back and see her.”

      He paused the whisking motion and glanced over at her. They hadn’t discussed his mother since the last time he’d seen her. Aria had either known not to push him, or she’d been lying in wait, like a predator, to pounce on the subject when it came up. If the latter was true, he had to at least give her props for patience.

      “I don’t want to go back to Vegas.” He continued the whipping.

      “Then why bring her up?”

      “I… I think I want to ask her to come out for the opening.”

      Aria picked up the premeasured sugar and poured it into the bowl as he whisked. A fleck of cream landed on her skin and she flicked out her tongue to lick it off. Marco’s blood rushed in his veins.

      “I think that’s a good idea.” She made an appreciative noise and snuck her finger along the side of the bowl, missing the whisk and catching another dollop of cream, which went right into her mouth.

      “You do?” Marco put the bowl down. It hadn’t reached soft peaks yet, but he wanted to give Aria his full attention.

      “Yeah, well, you never know if she’ll come or not, but it’s no use pretending you don’t have a mother.” Aria pulled her finger along the edge of the cream again and took another taste. “This is really good, baby, is there almond in this?”

      Marco dipped down to take her mouth in his and the rich, sweet hint of cream lingered on her tongue. He slipped his tongue across hers and mingled his passion with his emotion. He loved this woman so much.

      “I love that you get me.” He held the side of her face and rubbed his thumb across her lips.

      “Well, you would want to ask her. I get that. At least give her the chance to be a mother. Now that you know more about pack life, I expected you, at some point, to at least want to reach out to her. It’s kinda the expansion of life.”

      Marco was just about to kiss her again when the egg timer’s tiny bing sounded through the empty kitchen. He looked for the towel so he could pull out the magic dessert he’d been perfecting. “Can you finish whipping that cream for me?”

      Behind him, the scrape of the whisk on the silver bowl sounded out, and the kitchen felt like it was finally in use. He’d just given his first order as the executive chef in his new restaurant, and he was about to serve the most decadent, beautiful dessert to the most luscious, gorgeous woman he’d ever met.

      “Besides, I figure, if Mom says no, maybe she’ll invite us to come for a holiday some year, or something. I mean, she doesn’t hate me…” Marco pulled the tray out of the oven and placed it on the stove.

      The soufflé was beautiful. It had risen perfectly, in a superbly round shape, and even had a delectable crack he could pour some cream into, just to complete the taste experience for Aria.

      “She doesn’t hate you.” Aria had stopped whipping and Marco wiped off the last bit of bubbled-over soufflé from the edge of the porcelain dish.

      “Plus, I figure, it’ll give her a chance to see what my life is like here. Now that we’re talking, and now that I’m part of a pack, maybe I’ll be less of a threat to her, and maybe she’ll want to introduce me to her children.”

      “Yes, baby, I’m sure she will.”

      Marco spooned a serving of the soufflé onto one of the round, clear glass plates, and dusted it with sugar. “This is so perfect, babe. I want you to have the first—”

      But when he turned around, he found Aria had stripped down to her black panties and painted her breasts adorably with whipped cream. She sucked the end of one finger into her mouth and Marco almost dropped the plate. He recovered just enough to hand it to her, but instead of taking it, she dipped her finger into the soufflé and then took a little swipe at the whipped cream on one breast before plunging the whole thing into her mouth.

      She moaned. “Oh, Marco. This is heaven.”

      Marco set the plate down and lowered his head to one of her breasts. The whipped cream was a sweet, cold juxtaposition to the raging heat of her skin, and he began to get hard in the middle of his kitchen.

      “I figured,” she said, taking another swipe at the other breast, “that we should christen this place in more ways than one.” Aria hopped up onto the steel countertop. “You’re going to disinfect it anyway, right?”

      He laughed as his mouth covered her other breast. She helped him shed his chef’s coat and his pants and before the soufflé had even dropped, he had his cock deep inside his new mate, and his mouth was on hers.

      Aria’s response drove him on and he climbed up onto the table, hovering over her, both of them naked, and their eyes glowing with lust. He loved that he wanted to fuck her as much today as he had on the day they met, and he secretly loved that she’d embraced his thing for food with a gusto he hadn’t expected. Even as they fucked on his new prep table, she kept sticking her fingers into the whipped cream and painting it onto his body, then sucking it off.

      She was wrong. The soufflé wasn’t heaven.

      This was.
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      Chapter One

      Las Vegas, Nevada

      Rainier Dubois pulled the lever on the old-fashioned slot machine and waited for his losing combination to pop up, as it always did. He pushed a button on his phone, but there was still no text from his uncle Francis.

      Beside him, one of the enforcers from Boston sipped an uptight drink and scrolled through something NASDAQ-ish on her smart phone. He still hadn’t heard her name, because like the snotty Cavanaugh she was, she hadn’t introduced herself.

      On his other side, the daredevil chick from Colorado drank her beer in a can and yelled at the slot machine. Maggie, she’d called herself, like that was a human name. Maybe it was.

      He didn’t do names, anyway. Fuck names.

      Rain took another long pull on his shitty Scotch and hoped for the buzz to kick it up a notch. The information they’d been fed at the alpha council by some local unbonded wolf and her kid—who Aria was absolutely fucking, probably at this very moment—had Rain on edge.

      Someone had been taking wolves from their packs and using them for his own sick pleasure. Like his very own werewolf harem. Heads were going to roll, and Rain could feel it coming.

      He wanted a new mission.

      “Shit, did you see that?” Maggie pointed at the screen of the slot machine. “It stuck between two cherries and three, and I would have won…” She trailed off, her words slurring together.

      A group of them had parked on the first set of slot machines they could find, which in Vegas, didn’t take long. After the meeting of the alphas, they’d all needed to erase the pictures from their minds that were on loop. Pictures of young girls getting raped by an old man, and of women huddling together in a dark, infested room, clutching pregnant bellies and praying they wouldn’t be the next to deliver.

      Rain swigged the rest of his Scotch. It wasn’t working fast enough.

      “You did see that, didn’t you?” Maggie poked him.

      “They’re all rigged,” said Uptight Cavanaugh from Rain’s other side. She didn’t even look up from her Cosmo. “You’re an idiot to keep wasting your money.”

      Some dull pull of energy had been wrapping its way around him ever since he’d sat down, and Rain couldn’t quite remember when it had started. It made his blood pound and his ears ring, and most of all, it made him want sex.

      After the shit he’d heard in the alpha council, he hadn’t been sure he’d ever want to have sex again, until he got a good gawp at Maggie’s cleavage. It hadn’t taken much.

      Too many months on assignment, and not enough time to get his bearings back in New Orleans, when Uncle Francis had called him home. He’d been itching to spend a good long weekend happily naked, with a pretty girl sitting on his cock, and the Vegas trip would’ve been a great distraction, if there wasn’t the threat of getting called back to the alpha council at any minute.

      Maggie had decent tits for a skinny girl. She’d done nothing but talk about the BASE-jumping she’d done the previous weekend, and she seemed like she’d be up for anything.

      He could use some good, adventurous sex. Maybe experiment a little with a strange wolf. Let his guard down.

      It’d been a long time since he’d slept with another wolf.

      “Well, fuck that.” Maggie swiped at the lever. “I could re-wire it to win every time if you gave me ten minutes and a screwdriver.” She leered at him. “You, you’re from NOLA, aren’t you?”

      “Among other places,” Rain said, smiling back. He signaled for the waitress to come back around, and ordered another Scotch. She had decent tits, too. Maybe he could fuck her.

      Between the itchy feeling under his skin and the energy swirling around him, he needed to get his fuck on. Soon. The alcohol wasn’t working fast enough to relieve any kind of tension, and he was almost electric with the need for release.

      Maggie touched his arm. “You.” She hiccupped. “You look like you need something.”

      On his other side, Uptight Cavanaugh laughed. Rain leaned back to get an eye on both of them at once. Next to the Boston girl, two of the Kentucky wolves and some cowboy from Texas filled out the rest of the chairs. They were all drinking and waiting, and there were only two she-wolves in sight. The Kentucky guy had been eyeing Uptight Cavanaugh for a good half an hour, but she was oblivious.

      “What’s funny?” he asked her.

      She just stared at him with these volcanic gold eyes. Her blonde hair was wrapped up in some tight bun behind her head, and the white, high-necked dress she wore would have been more at-home in some snooty bar in Manhattan than in a dirty casino in Vegas. But it made her neck look long and luscious, and it made her breasts look…lickable. Bite-able.

      Shit. He wanted to fuck Miss Snooty High and Mighty Princess. Nope. No. No, sir, he did not.

      “You.” Cavanaugh turned her legs around so she could face him. “You are pathetically obvious.”

      Rain raised one brow. “I am?”

      “Of course. You’ve been swilling alcohol, both of you, since they let us out of the meeting, and she can’t even stand up.”

      He looked back at Maggie, who was pulling on the keypad of the slot machine, no doubt looking for the latch that opened the thing. “She seems pretty okay to me. Who are you to judge? That’s your third Cosmo in thirty minutes.”

      Cavanaugh arched an eyebrow at him. “Who are you to watch my alcohol consumption?”

      “Just observant, ma’am. That’s all.” Rain took the glass of Scotch and handed money to the waitress, who got called away immediately. Busy place, for two in the morning.

      “I can handle my liquor.” Princess Cavanaugh smashed her empty glass onto the console between their machines.

      He was surprised it didn’t crack into pieces. Rain wasn’t about to touch that sentence with someone else’s pole. Women who got defensive about their drinking never took it well when you pointed out how drunk they were.

      The Princess may not have been falling down, but she had more of a superior edge to her voice with each drink, and he had a feeling she wasn’t at full capacity, either.

      “You just want to get in her pants.” Cavanaugh waved him off, dismissive.

      He also wasn’t going to touch that sentence. Rain picked up her glass and waved at the busy waitress again. “Another Cosmo for the lady,” he called out.

      The Princess pressed her lips together. She wanted her drink as much as he wanted his. They all needed to do something to forget.

      “So, what? Now, you want to get in my pants?” She swiped her empty glass out of his hand and for the briefest of moments, her breath caught when their skin touched.

      Rain could actually see her breasts bounce inside that conservative dress. He felt like a mosquito on a collision course with a windshield in slow motion. He could see his doom speeding toward him, but was powerless to stop it. He had a boob thing, and she had fabulous tits. Plus, the way she responded to the chemistry between them… was so…surprising.

      She wasn’t frowning at him, like some of the uptight society chicks liked to do when he and his Ranger buddies walked into one of their snooty bars. But she also wasn’t glassy-eyed-for-the-bad-boy.

      He couldn’t help that he liked it.

      “You’re not wearing pants,” he pointed out when the waitress brought the fresh Cosmo.

      The Princess rolled her hazel eyes and downed the drink in a few long gulps. She slammed it back on the console and slipped out of her chair, standing so close to him, he could feel the heat of where her legs almost touched his.

      “It makes for easy fucking,” she whispered. The light touch of her breath on his ear, coupled with the smell of the alcohol, and the deeper, woodier scent of a wolf, down in a darker place, called to him.

      Rain turned his head quickly, so they were face-to-face, and barely more than a breath away from kissing. He held his position, willing his racing blood to normalize. The energy wrapped around him and pulled him toward her like he might fall into a black hole.

      “You…you want…you said…” He couldn’t finish a sentence. All he could do was replay her saying the words easy fucking and smell the arousal rising between them.

      “No need to stutter.” She blinked and the almost-touch of her lips on his made him consider leaning forward for a kiss. “I can see that you want sex. I’ve just told you I want sex. Who knows how much time we have before we’re called back in, and I like the way your body responds to mine.”

      Rain’s lips curled into a smile. He liked this woman. “What did you have in mind?” he asked, keeping his voice intentionally low.

      “Follow me,” she whispered.

      Before he knew what was happening, she’d slipped off and around the high row of slot machines.

      In one hand, she carried a black, sequined clutch, and in the other, a long, sleek smart phone. She swayed just the tiniest bit, and stopped halfway down the hall to wait for him.

      Rain caught up and waited for her to keep walking, but instead, she slipped into a small alcove, where a light wooden door read Maintenance Only.

      The Princess dropped her clutch and her phone onto the floor and pulled Rain toward her, turning him around so that his back was on the door, and digging at his pants. The swirl of alcohol and the pounding energetic high almost sent him reeling.

      Then she put her mouth on him, and Rain was lucky he stayed conscious.

      

      The man smelled like good sex, and that was exactly what Nora wanted. She swept her tongue through his mouth and moaned. He tasted as good as she’d imagined he would, too.

      By the gods, there was something about him that just...she couldn’t put her finger on it. Between the buzz of the liquor and the desire to feel something besides the numbness tethered to her soul, this militaryesque enforcer from NOLA was about to get the ride of his life.

      Nora made quick work of the man’s belt, undid his fly and slipped her hand into his boxers. She curled her fingers around his thick cock and a shiver of excitement skittered through her entire nervous system, starting at her pussy and radiating out to every extremity.

      He tried to say something, but the words were completely garbled by their wrestling tongues. She refused to pull away. Their phones could go off any second. Her window of opportunity was now. Her father was occupied and no one was watching her.

      A growl rumbled from deep in the man’s chest.

      She squeezed the base of his cock, then stroked its length slowly. The growl turned into a moan and she smiled against his lips. He was putty in her hand now. She chuckled, squeezing his hard cock again. Not putty. Not even close to putty.

      “What’s funny?”

      She snapped her attention back to his face. What was his name? Rans. Raner. Rain! That’s what someone had called him in the conference room. “Why aren’t you kissing me?”

      “I, well…you. Nevermind.” He tightened his grip around her torso with one hand and slid the other around to cup the back of her neck. His lips slanted over hers and he consumed her, stealing her breath.

      When he finally came up for air, she was panting and her thighs were slick with arousal. She released his cock and ground her hips against him.

      Rain’s hands gripped her ass, lifted her from the floor, and turned them so she was pinned between his rock hard body and the maintenance door.

      Exactly where she wanted to be.

      She hiked her dress and wrapped her legs around his waist.

      His cock nudged her entrance and he groaned into her mouth. “Naked and wet.”

      Panties were something she rarely bothered with. They were always in the way, and sometimes got left behind as evidence —not a mistake she could ever afford to make.

      Nora nipped his bottom lip and dug her fingers in to his iron shoulders. Her body pulsated in anticipation of being filled. She needed to feel. Her magick thrummed around between them, pushing her toward him.

      He drove his cock into her slick entrance.

      She moaned this time. “Yes.” Harder. Faster. More. She rode his cock as he pumped into her, digging her heels into his firm ass. Damn. This man was all muscle.

      It’d been a while since she’d been with a werewolf or a soldier. The combination was heady.

      “Harder.” She wanted, no…needed…that edge of pain—just enough to push her into that place where her mind could forget how much her heart hurt.

      Sex was the only time she found peace from her torment. Escaping to the high of a good fuck made the next day bearable. At least, it made her think less about what she’d lost. What her family had taken from her.

      Her body contracted around his and she bit back a yell. They were in a hallway after all.

      He came hard, slamming her into the door. She clung to his shoulders, riding the sensations of his pulsing cock until stars burst behind her closed eyelids. The orgasm unfurled one petal at a time until she was drifting in her favorite floaty place—somewhere between reality and a psychedelic high.

      Nora shuddered through one last wave of her orgasm and sighed against Rain’s chest. Content, and still a little buzzed.

      Or was that something else buzzing?

      Shit. She unlocked her legs and tapped his arms. “Put me down.”

      Rain complied,  then quickly tucked himself back into his pants. “Damn that was—”

      “They’re calling us back to the meeting at the top of the hour. We have fifteen minutes.”

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and swiped the screen. “Yep, same message. I’ll head up now.”

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Fear clawed at her heart. “You have to shower before you go around another wolf. My father can never know.”

      “Look, princess. Your father might be King Cavanaugh, but he’s not my alpha and I don’t give a shit what he thinks.”

      “Well I do, so first you go to your hotel room and take a shower.”

      “You gonna watch?” Rain squinted his eyes and smiled. He might be sloshed, but he was a damn cute drunk.

      “Will it make you walk faster?” She shoved his massive shoulders, turning him to face the elevator bay at the end of the hallway.

      “Mmmmhmmm.”

      “Then, yes. Get moving.”

      He ambled along the hallway beside her. One of his hands rested on the small of her back and flirted with the top of her ass. If he thought she was showering with him, he had another thing coming.

      She sidestepped, trying to put a little distance between them, but he didn’t miss a beat and moved just as quickly so he didn’t lose the connection between them. Damn if that little fact didn’t warm her stony heart just slightly.

      It was dangerous to care, and Nora wouldn’t make that mistake again. She rolled her neck took a deep breath and steeled herself against the handsome enforcer’s charm.

      “Stop touching me,” she hissed. “Someone will see.”

      “Are you embarrassed?” he asked, withdrawing his hand from her backside as they waited for the doors of the elevator to open.

      “Nope. Just protecting you.”

      “Princess, I already told you I don’t care what your f—”

      She pressed a finger to his lips as the elevator doors open. “You don’t know anything about my father. And you don’t want to. So keep your mouth closed, soldier.” They stepped into the box and she dropped her hand to press the button for their floor.

      Magick crackled in the air between them and Nora was sick to her stomach. The alcohol content of her blood was metabolizing, her head was clearing, and the attraction she’d felt for him at the slot machine bar was syncing in her mind as more than lust. Her wolf agreed.

      She should run from Rain for his own good, but that was the last thing she wanted to do.

      “Can you feel that?”

      She glanced up and met his burning gaze. “No,” she growled. “You’re drunk. It’s nothing. Ignore it.”

      She had to. A soldier from New Orleans. Her father would flip his switch if she didn’t choose a man for money or power. And an enforcer from the voodoo-witchy-superstitious capital of the country wouldn’t pass muster any more than the sweet man she’d lost a year ago. Her father hadn’t come right out and said he’d killed him, but it was close enough.

      Nora rubbed one of the custom leather armbands she wore to hide the tattoos marking her as mated. They were easy enough to explain away to a human, but the wolf next to her wouldn’t have touched her if he’d seen them.

      The doors rang and opened to their floor, jarring her back to the present. Back to her latest escape, the six-foot-plus-two-hundred-twenty-pound-werewolf itching to get his paws on her again.

      She could practically taste his desire filtering to her through their magick. They needed space between them. And soon.

      “This way, princess.” Rain took charge and marched off the elevator. He swung a right and she followed quickly behind him.
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the curse

| Around 100AD the Romans came to conquer

| Britain and the Isles. Some of the Brigantes

clans aligned with the invaders, but not all.
‘Those that fought were conquered, taken, and
dispersed through the Roman empire.

A group of Celtic widows, captured and
stolen from their homes—witches who
practiced the old ways—created a curse to
protect themselves from men who would do
them

Their spell would transform a man into a
supernatural warrior guided by the magick of
Fate and the manifistation of a powerful wolf
spirit. He would have the senses of a wolf,
the strength of ten men, and long life and
good health

The price of this supernatural power was
enslavement to the moon. All werewolves
were transformed under the light of a full
moon and had no choice but to remain in
animal form until sunrise.

The widows bound themselves to these
warriors with a hundred-year-bond, extending

the protection of the curse to their bodi

And that curse created the Moonbound race.





