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      Parker Woolven was dead.

      He had to be.

      Some hunter had cut off his head, turned it into a bongo, and had given it to their asshole offspring who were currently banging the shit out of it with a wooden spoon. That was the only reasonable explanation for the pounding that reverberated through his skull.

      Gods, but his mouth was dry. Too dry to wet his parched lips.

      His tongue was wearing a cashmere sweater. He pressed it against the roof of his mouth and reached for something liquid. Fucking hell, he’d need a brillo pad to scrub it clean. What the hell had he put in his mouth?

      The decanter on the floor next to him was empty—that bastard. It was all the Full Moon Whiskey’s fault.

      What had he been thinking?

      Yeah, let’s drink some Full Moon Whiskey. Wolfsbane alcohol. That was a stupid thing to do. He’d never been that drunk. Ever.

      No wonder his brothers treated him like an infant, he could’ve—well, actually he couldn’t have. Changed, that is. A grin cracked his face and he groaned, because it did, indeed, feel like someone had taken a hammer and actually smashed it into his mug, forcing his face to crack into a smile.

      He’d gotten shit-faced responsibly. With the Wolfsbane, he could be completely out of control without being a danger.

      To anyone but himself, that was.

      He congratulated himself and had to say he felt pretty good about the whole thing. Even though he was paying for it now.

      Paying through the fucking nose.

      Literally.

      His stomach rebelled and—Oh Goddess!

      Parker scrambled to get himself upright and found himself flat on his back again with cool, but strong hands on his face.

      There was a tiny woman on top of him, holding him down.

      She was strong for such a little thing. Normally, he’d be all about that life, but with last night’s mistake threatening to erupt like a volcano out of his face, he wasn’t in the mood.

      Except her cold hands made everything right in the world. It was as if her touch shut everything out, and the planet stopped spinning. There was only silence, and the calm depths in her dark eyes that swallowed him up.

      Only it was nothing like drowning. It was more like flying.

      Parker never wanted it to end.

      At least, until he became aware of more earthly concerns.

      She was naked. Her skin was like carob, not chocolate. Not coffee—a smooth, glorious shade of brown that made him think of a time when the world was new. Her hair was black and thick, wavy. He couldn’t figure out her heritage. Wherever she’d come from, he imagined the women there were all man-killers. She was so incredibly beautiful, it almost hurt to look at her. She was in possession of the most gorgeous, perfect breasts he’d ever seen. For Parker, that was saying something. While his older brother had the reputation for being the billionaire playboy always with a new lady on his arm, or more accurately bent over his desk, it was actually Parker who had all the sex.

      Parker had so much sex, he was surprised there was sex left for anyone else.

      His cavalier attitude made panties drop wherever he went. That and he was a connoisseur of feminine flesh. Some people were passionate about art. Some were passionate about wine. Some jewels.

      Parker’s number one passion, his joy in life was women.

      He loved the way they looked, the way they felt, the way they smelled—he loved the way their brains worked. Especially the really smart ones.

      A woman who could flay him alive with a witty riposte? Perhaps it made him a bit perverse, but that gave him teak for days.

      He loved all women. Big ones, small ones, lithe ones, round ones, curvy ones, large breasts, small breasts, he could find something beautiful in every woman and could enjoy her for exactly what she brought to the table. And this one? He’d like to have her on the table.

      “None of that,” she instructed. Her voice was soft, lilting, but left no room for argument. Not from his lips, or his rebelling stomach.

      The predator in him wanted to fight it, but the male of refined and experienced tastes wanted to see what else she could do with that voice.

      His cock was hard as stone.

      She smiled. “Oh, you’re a bad one, Parker Woolven. Still full of all that poison you put in yourself last night, about to be sick in the most undignified manner, yet you’re still thinking about getting in my pants.”

      “You’re not wearing any.” He smirked.

      Her cheeks flushed. He decided he liked that look on her. He liked it very much. He wanted to make her do it again.

      “I’m sure you’ve deducted I have you to thank for that, I doubt you remember it.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “That is indeed a sad state of affairs. I think you need to help me figure it out.” Parker put his hands on her rounded hips. Yeah, it had definitely been a good night.

      “Probably not.” She wrinkled her nose. “As soon as I take my hands off your head, you’re going to feel awful again and then—” she shrugged “—I think we both know that’s not going to end well.”

      “It might.” He found himself grinning. Parker liked this one. He liked her a lot. “I hope I don’t sound like an asshole, but I can’t remember your name.”

      The smile didn’t waver. “Nah, you’d be an asshole if you didn’t ask.”

      He looked at her pointedly.

      “Well, ask.”

      Parker snorted. “What’s your name?”

      “That’s better. My name is Belle.”

      A sense of accomplishment tinged with just a bit of happiness washed over him. This was going to be his wife. His mate. So his future didn’t suck balls. Well, not that it would. He supposed his misery would be relative. Arranged marriages and matings weren’t the worst thing that could happen to him.

      He could be broke and Parker would rather take a fat portfolio and all the comforts that came with it. Moving amongst the naturals for his kind was only easy if you were off the grid or above it. So far, above it had been the way to go. If that meant he had to marry someone his brother chose for him, he wouldn’t complain.

      Especially since she was gorgeous, witty, had perfect breasts, and just her touch on his skin soothed him and made him well.

      It could be a hell of a lot worse.

      “Belle, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

      She flashed him a smirk that caused dread to knot in his stomach. “I think maybe it’s going to be more than that.”

      He didn’t understand that sudden dread at her words. Parker wasn’t afraid of commitment. He knew his duty. He was pleased with the hand he’d been dealt. But that expression on her face, there was some part of him that instinctively knew no good could come of it.

      “Why do I feel like I stepped in shit and it’s still on my shoe?”

      She waved her finger at him.

      The diamond caught the light and almost seared his retina. The fucking thing was practically a laser.

      “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah. Not what I was expecting this morning either. We can go get a quickie annulment. I won’t hold you to it. We were both piss drunk.” She looked at the ring on her hand. “But I’m keeping the rock.”

      Wouldn’t hold him to… what? No. Yes. Yes, she would. He would. Damn it, his head started to hurt again.

      “We’re supposed to be married.” He squinted, as if that would filter the proper information to his brain. Or maybe show him what he was missing.

      “That’s sweet.” She pressed her lips against his forehead. “That’s the same thing you said last night. I thought for sure you’d change your mind this morning.”

      Goddess, but her touch was heaven. It gave succor to things he didn’t know had been hurting. This mating stuff didn’t suck at all.

      Her lips were as cool as her fingers and there was nothing but frozen peace there. He could stay like this forever and began to wonder just exactly how long he could get away with it.

      “There is no changing our minds. It’s what our families want.”

      One more second—that was exactly how long he was able to get away with it until she jerked her hands away from his face.

      “Our families?” She narrowed her eyes.

      She also reeked of fear. It was almost too much when coupled with the pounding in his head and the nausea. “Gonna hurl.”

      “You deserve it if you married me because my family said so.”

      “Don’t wanna—”

      She put her hands back on his head and smoothed a lock of hair away from his fevered brow.

      Ah, there was that bliss again. His stomach, his head, all the turmoil ceased. He turned his face into her palm. “If you could just keep your hand there.”

      She shook her head. “Just because you’re sweet and adorable doesn’t mean you’re not going to answer my questions.”

      “I’ll do anything you want, just keep touching me. You know, you could even pet me. I like that.”

      Her laughter was like little chimes. “Fine. So. We’re married. Why did you say our families wanted it that way?”

      Well, that was a dumb question. Of course, he wasn’t going to say that out loud because she’d stop touching him. He couldn’t have that. “We’re betrothed. Parker Woolven. Maribella DeVaughn. Family merger. Company merger. Simpatico. Yes?” He nuzzled her hand.

      Being petted like a dog wasn’t supposed to feel this good. Goddess, but he wanted her to scratch behind his ears and then he’d—

      “Oh, you poor bastard. You poor, poor bastard,” she whispered in that melodic voice of hers.

      He didn’t feel poor. In fact, he felt very rich. “Hmm? Why’s that?”

      “My name is Belle.”

      “Mmhmm. Yes. Belle Vaug—fuck.” He shot up like a cannon ball and crashed back down to the floor just as heavy—weighted with both his hangover and the knowledge he’d really stepped in shit. “You’re not Maribella DeVaughn of the Vegas DeVaughns?”

      Please laugh. Please laugh. Please laugh…

      She laughed, but it wasn’t what he’d hoped for. It wasn’t a funny ha-ha laugh. It was a it-sucks-to-be-you laugh.

      “No, sweetheart. I’m just plain ol’ Belle Vaughn. Waitress at The Greasy Lamb.”

      “Now you’re just fucking with me.” His stomach rolled in protest.

      “Nope. Not at all. It’s the worst restaurant in Vegas. The owner is Greek and wanted to do a take on American “greasy spoon food.” So. Yeah.” She shrugged.

      “If you could never say those words together again, that would be great.”

      “What? Greek?” She cocked her head to the side.

      “You have a mean streak a mile wide.”

      “Yes, I do. But you liked it last night.”

      His eyes were drawn down to her breasts again. “I like it right now, too.”

      “Listen, if we’re going to fix this sham marriage thing, we probably shouldn’t be thinking lusty thoughts about each other.”

      “I hate to break it to you, Belle, but I’ll be thinking lusty thoughts about you until I die. It’d be great if I had some real memories to take with me. Come on. Whatdya’ say?”

      “I don’t know, Parker. I’m pretty sure that if I take my hands off of your face to engage other parts of you, your sins from last night will keep us from committing any more today.”

      “Damn it.” He sighed. She was being awfully levelheaded about all of this and didn’t seem the least bit surprised that her touch kept his hangover at bay. “Are you a witch?”

      “What? No!”

      “Then what are you?” She didn’t smell like a witch. Or a werewolf. Or anything he’d ever known. Horrible thought: what if she was human? Wouldn’t that just suck an ugly dick? She didn’t smell human though either. If a quiet winter evening could have a scent it would be Belle.

      She seemed startled by the question. “I… Belle. I’m Belle.”

      She backed away from him and this time, he was okay. The good feeling stayed with him, thank the goddess.

      “Look, we need to get this figured out. The sooner you get all that out of your system, the sooner you can get dressed and the sooner we can undo this travesty.”

      “Yeah, I think I’m good now.” He eyed her and his predator brain was suddenly at the forefront.

      He was more than good. He was ready to take her down and devour her in the best way.

      “None of that.” She shook her head slowly. “We really can’t.”

      “Hmm, no. It’s not that we can’t.” He was on his feet, advancing toward her. “It’s that we shouldn’t. And Gorgeous, that’s no reason not to.”

      She bit her lip and backed away slowly until she was pressed against the wall. “How about if I just say no?”

      “Well, that would most definitely be a loss. For both of us.”

      Belle laughed again. “Parker Woolven, I’m sure that your real bride-to-be would be very—”

      The pulse at her throat quickened. He could scent her desire. So he advanced and pressed his lips to that pulse in her throat.

      She gave a little gasp and entwined her fingers with his—he drew her hands up over her head.

      “My real bride-to-be is probably just as thrilled at our impending nuptials as I was. That is to say, not really. We do what we do for family. But this… if she has her own moment like this, I wouldn’t take that from her.”

      “You’re just saying that because we’re naked.”

      “Nope.” He nuzzled at her neck some more and she turned her face to the side, giving him more access as she hooked one leg around his waist. “I mean it.”

      He meant it, unless of course Maribella DeVaughn happened to be The One. His true mate. But that was as likely as Belle Vaughn being The One. Maybe even less.

      “Parker.”

      He’d begun kissing her neck, grazing his teeth over her tender flesh. “Hmm? Busy, can’t talk now.”

      “There’s a…” Her sentence turned into a small moan. “Mmm. Parker?”

      “What?” He pulled away so that he could focus on what she was trying to say.

      “There’s a man outside our window.”

      Parker turned to see not just one man, but an entire mob of press and tabloid photographers hanging from the window cleaner’s scaffolding like a bunch of gawkers at a zoo watching the bonobos having sex.

      Err… he guessed that meant he and Belle were the bonobos.

      And it was going to be all over the news.

      Fuck.
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      Belle Vaughn was in deep, deep shit.

      When she’d come to the penthouse at the Bellagio with “Parker Woolven,” frankly, she’d thought he was lying. He had to be a grifter or a con man. If she’d known he was the real deal, she wouldn’t have—well, that might be a lie. She probably still would’ve. This guy was sex on legs and the things he could do with his tongue were the stuff of legends. So point being, it didn’t matter that she thought he was only pretending to be Parker.

      All things being equal, Parker Woolven hitting on a waitress in The Greasy Lamb? Yeah. Right. No chance in Hell. A billionaire playboy eating at that dump? Just didn’t happen. Wouldn’t happen. Especially a guy who was practically werewolf royalty.

      Except it had happened and now here they were.

      Her face was going to be plastered on every gossip rag from here to Shitburg, Maine. Which meant the people she’d been trying to keep off her tail were going to know where she was. Belle would have to run again.

      She’d been underground for the last three hundred years. The United States had been great for disappearing. She’d had a couple of close calls, but when it had really been the Wild West, hiding had never been easier.

      Belle had managed to stay off the grid and avoid her family and the old way of life they clung to. The violence. All the death. She’d found another way—a better way. Now it was all going to come crashing down around her because she’d spent the night with a pretty boy who’d claimed to be something she was so sure he was not.

      He hadn’t smelled like a dog to her. That was the thing. That’s why she’d been so sure he couldn’t be Parker Woolven.

      But, as evidenced by the orgy of paparazzi hanging outside their window, apparently he was.

      Why didn’t he smell like it, though? He smelled like chocolate. Parker Woolven was all candy, no doggie. Not that she minded werewolves. A lot of her kind couldn’t stand them. Called them mutts and animals, but Belle was all about the live and let live school of thought.

      She bit her lip. Mmm. Chocolate.

      Belle forced her mind back to the current conundrum.

      Parker exhaled, squared his shoulders and sauntered over to the windows, naked. Giving the paparazzi an unobstructed view of full frontal Woolven. But the view from behind wasn’t bad either. He had an amazing ass. She kind of wanted to bite it. It was just so round and firm. It begged to be smacked.

      He turned, as if he could feel her appraisal. He winked.

      Oh yeah, he knew what she was looking at and probably what she wanted to do to it.

      She sighed. He was just so pretty. Of course, it was that kind of thinking that had gotten her into trouble in the first place.

      Belle watched him boldly stare down the paparazzi, all the while flashes exploding against the window while they snapped picture after picture of him even as he drew the curtains closed.

      “This is bad,” he said, sinking down on the purple, yet somehow still tasteful couch.

      No shit. “It shouldn’t be a problem for you, right? You can make sure they don’t print those pictures. Threaten them with a lawsuit. They shouldn’t be able to just… I mean, we had every expectation of privacy.”

      He looked up at her. “It’s so much more than that. It doesn’t matter what we do. What legal actions we take. They’re going to get leaked on the net and while if the world wants to see me naked, I’m happy to oblige, my future bride is not going to be pleased. Neither will her family. Or our stockholders in Woolven Industries.”

      “So your marriage was supposed to be like a mini-merger? Wow. And I thought my family was old-fashioned. That sucks.”

      He shrugged. “It’s how I was raised and part of my responsibilities as a Woolven. It could always be worse. I’m aware of my advantages and my privilege.” His eyes narrowed. “That won’t last much longer if I don’t get in front of this. Look, you said it wasn’t a big deal to get the quickie annulment, right?”

      His eyes were coolly appraising. As if he expected her to suddenly put up a fight or ask for money. She supposed there were people in this situation who’d look at it as an opportunity to make some easy, fast money.

      Not Belle. She needed to go underground and fast. She’d gotten complacent. She’d been in Nevada way too long. Contrary to popular belief, not all vampires burst into flames in the sun. She loved the sun—and the heat. It made her remember what it was like when she was human. Of course, she wasn’t supposed to be in the sun then, either. Or show her ankles. Or have thoughts of her own.

      “Belle?” he prodded.

      “Yeah, of course. Look, I want the attention even less than you do. I’ve… I know some bad people. They’re going to come looking for me now. I have to get the fuck out of Dodge and the faster the better. So just show me where to sign.”

      He found his phone and the thing was practically a hot coal in his hands—vibrating with notification after notification.

      “Well, aren’t you important.”

      “They’re Google alerts. This has already hit the internet. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

      She scrambled to find her clothes and get dressed.

      His phone started ringing. He didn’t answer it.

      She washed her face and took a hard look at herself in the mirror. She needed a plan.

      “Where is Blake?” she heard from the living room. “No, this is important. I’m not kidding, Drew. I fucked up. It’s all over the papers. Yes, I… no. No. Well, they were looking. What do you expect me to do, cower? It’s undignified. No, no more so than… fine. How the hell should I know? Get the lawyers on it. Call me back.”

      She emerged into the living room and found Parker had put on his wrinkled slacks from the night before.

      “Well, we’re in a holding pattern at the moment until the lawyers get back to us.”

      “How long’s that going to take?” Bad people could already have assets in Vegas coming to deal with her. Most likely not until dark, but she needed all the head start she could get.

      “Not long. Wanna get some room service while we’re here? Might as well, right?” He leaned back on the couch and pushed his hands through his hair. “I’m really sorry about this.”

      It would be easy to let him take all the blame, but she’d said, “I do.” Just the same as he had.

      “Me too. I think if we’d met under different circumstances, we’d be able to be friends.”

      He raised a brow. “Just friends?”

      The way he looked at her made her blush again. Just being near him made her feel… alive. More alive than the sun warming her bones. More alive than the last time she’d had human blood…

      “Friends with lots of benefits.”

      “Good. Then since we’re stuck here, maybe we can both have breakfast.”

      “Are you seriously trying to get in my pants again after what just happened?”

      “Is this a trick question?”

      She found herself laughing again. “Okay, seriously? In any other circumstance, I’d say go for it. I mean, I’d love nothing better than to have a rare piece of liver and a bloody mary for breakfast while you give me bean, but I’m kind of planning how to save my life. So being stupid stoned on the best orgasms of my life really isn’t helpful at the moment.”

      He sighed. “I suppose I can arrange for the rare liver and the bloody mary then. I wouldn’t want you to die,” Parker drawled. “So, if you don’t mind me asking, what exactly did you do to incur deadly wrath? Did you embezzle from mobsters? Not pay your coke dealer? Take candy from babies?”

      “Not exactly.” She wondered how much she should tell him. He was a werewolf, after all. He’d understand. Wouldn’t he?

      Or maybe he wouldn’t. His kind and her kind didn’t mix. Not usually. Would he tear her throat out once he knew what she was? She studied him and took a deep breath.

      His phone rang.

      “It’s my brother.” He picked it up. “Drew.” His face paled. “Kumarin? Are you sure? Goddamn it.”

      Kumarin. Evgeni Kumarin, if her guess was correct. A vampire. An evil one. A lot worse even than those who were after her.

      She watched the play of emotions over Parker’s face. Such genuine concern and loyalty to his family. She liked that about him.

      Belle could admit she liked a lot of things about him.

      Her position was more precarious than she’d thought. It would be so easy to fall in love with him and that would be the stupidest thing she could do. Even more so than climbing on his face and riding it like a wild pony before she had to say goodbye to him.

      She couldn’t bring her family’s wrath down on him.

      The Woolvens wouldn’t go to war with the entire vampire nation for one little waitress and an impromptu Vegas wedding.

      Not that she wanted them to, she assured herself.

      Maybe in another world, another time, she and Parker Woolven could’ve been something more. But this was not that time and this was not that world.

      “Yeah, I don’t know. Well, she’s a person, Drew. She has a choice.”

      His words jerked her attention back front and center.

      “Fine. Fine. I said fine. What about Maribella? Yeah, okay. I’ll let you know.”

      He hung up.

      “So what is it I have a choice about?”

      “Staying married to me.” Parker looked so nonplussed.

      “Excuse me?” For a second, she wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly.

      “You know, just for a few years. Maybe less. Enough to get the board to self-soothe and settle down.” He wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, I didn’t think you’d go for it. Will you at least listen to my pitch over breakfast?”

      She looked at the clock on the wall. It was eight in the morning. She had a little bit of time. She could at least eat.

      The liver would tide her over, give her the nutrients she needed without taking human blood. It couldn’t hurt to listen to what he had to say. Could it?

      “Okay. Order the liver and the bloody mary. Your treat.”

      “Of course.” He called the hotel desk and first, complained about the violation of his privacy, which the staff obviously took very seriously and then proceeded to give them the room service order. He paused to turn to her. “Would you like a change of clothes or anything? All things Woolven are at your disposal.”

      “Really? Actually, I’d like someone to go to my apartment and retrieve my bug out bag. Can you make that happen?”

      “I can.” Parker hung up the hotel phone and pulled out his cell again and started texting. “Address?”

      She took the phone from him and typed in the address of the apartment building and added “under the floorboard in the maintenance shed.”

      “They must be some bad motherfuckers you’re running from.” He pursed his lips. “What if I told you that Woolven could shield you from whoever you’re running from? We could fix it so they never bother you again.”

      It would be so easy to believe him. To lean on him and let him take care of her, but that certainly wasn’t fair. He didn’t know who she was, not really. So he didn’t know what he was promising.

      He must’ve seen the doubt on her face. “You may think I’m a soft, little rich boy who can just throw money at a problem. My family is—well, let’s just say we can be bad motherfuckers, too. We didn’t get to be where we are by eating someone else’s shit sundae with a spoon.”

      Her heart twisted on itself just a bit. “What if I told you I recognized the name you spoke earlier and the people after me are just as bad. That they’re…” She struggled to find the right description. “…the same.”

      Belle should’ve just come out said she was a vampire, but she needed to know how he was going to react. He didn’t seem like the type to sell her out, but he didn’t know her. Why should he put his whole family at risk for someone he barely knew? She didn’t expect him to be a saint. After all, she’d do what she had to do to protect herself and anyone she loved.

      Even sell him out. She’d feel bad about it, and it would keep her up nights—days—whatever. The point being, she’d do it.

      “I don’t know, Parker. We barely know each other and—”

      He held up his hand. “Look, I know all of that. But necessity makes for strange bedfellows. I know I’m totally fucking up this negotiation by showing you all my cards, but I prefer honesty. It’s easier.”

      His words made her feel like the lowest piece of slime. Like she’d already been obliterated and she was just what was left on the bottom of someone’s shoe. She tried not to shrink in her chair.

      Parker continued, “I need you. My family needs you. We can’t afford the scandal. Or to insult the DeVaughns. If we present this like some kind of whirlwind romance, it keeps our board happy. It keeps the DeVaughns…” He held his hands out like they were the mighty scales of justice weighing their sins. “…Maybe not happy, but understanding. And maybe this can do something for you, too.”

      “Well, you already put neon on the target on my back.” She sighed. “Not you, specifically. I mean, you did tell me who you were. I just didn’t believe you.”

      He peered at her. “Whyever not?”

      “Come on. Really? Feature the headline. Billionaire Dines At Greasy Lamb. Marries Waitress.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s like some stupid rom-com.”

      “Well, it did happen. And here we are. Also, what’s wrong with rom-coms? People have to fall in love somehow.”

      She squinted at him and looked around for more cameras. This had to be an episode of Punk’d. She was sure of it.

      “What? Not every billionaire is a jaded bastard. Anyway, back to the task at hand. You’ve been revealed. I’m sorry about that, but what about hiding in plain sight? The people who are after you probably don’t want the attention it would garner them to target the public figure you’ve become.”

      “Yeah, for my five minutes of fame. Then what?”

      “We’ll handle it, Belle. The Woolven gift to you.”

      She shook her head, more to quell the surge of hope in her chest than anything. “You’re making some mighty big promises, Parker. Promises your family might think are too much to honor.”

      “I’ve got dark secrets of my own, Belle.” He took her hand. “And if my family won’t honor my promises, I will. I swear I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      That’s when Belle was sure she was fucked, when she looked up into his earnest hazel eyes and saw how much he believed everything he told her. The passion behind it. She let herself believe that safety and freedom could be had together, and that his promises were more than fool’s gold.

      “Okay, Parker. We’ll try this sham. I’ll be your temporary wife.”

      Because for a vampire, everything was temporary in the unending time that yearned before them. Even matrimony with a werewolf.
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      He wanted to eat her.

      Parker salivated just thinking about it. Goddess, she was beautiful. And delicious. So delicious. He totally understood his brothers and wanting to devour their mates.

      Not that she was his mate.

      She wasn’t. He wouldn’t let himself even think about that.

      But she did want to be eaten just as badly as he wanted to eat her. Her pheromones were spraying all over the place.

      Parker supposed in the car on the way to the airport probably wasn’t the best place. It wasn’t a Woolven-proofed vehicle and driver. Just some poor bastard trying to making a living, but damn, was it ever tempting.

      She looked over at him and arched a brow. “Stop it.”

      “I’m not doing anything.” He was usually good at playing innocent. Being the youngest in a family of troublemakers, he had to do everything bigger, badder, and with much more efficiency.

      “You know exactly what you’re doing.”

      He couldn’t help the smirk, not that he really wanted to. “So do you.”

      “Me? I’m just sitting here.”

      “Being all hot and delicious.”

      “Referring to me as food really isn’t as sexy as you think it is.” She licked her lips.

      “Really?” He leaned over to whisper in her ear. “I was thinking about eating you like a peach. What’s not sexy about that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. The whole mortal danger thing?”

      “Excuse me, but I do believe that’s part of the thrill.”

      “Not so much. I don’t really fancy being strung up and slaughtered like a pig. Not on my list of things to do.”

      He narrowed his eyes. Did she know what he was? On the one hand, that would make life a lot easier. On the other, how did she know? What was she? She had vampires on her ass, that was all he knew.

      That, and she was suddenly defensive. He could smell it. Parker was less direct than his brothers. He had a more sly approach. So he was content to unravel her slowly. Of course, he wanted to do it with his teeth and his tongue, but he could be patient.

      “It wouldn’t be a slaughter. It’d be a feast, though.” He licked his lips.

      “You’ve got a one track mind.”

      “You’re right about that.” He winked at her.

      “If this were any real kind of marriage, you wouldn’t let your wife leave the bedroom—” she pretended to count on her fingers “—ever.”

      “Still might not.” He grinned. “With your permission, of course.”

      She opened the mini bar and pulled out a bottle of champagne. “Why not, right? To celebrate our nuptials?”

      “Yeah.” He shrugged. “Why not?”

      She swigged directly from the bottle.

      She was obviously afraid.

      He didn’t like that at all. “Hey, you’re safe with me. You know that, right?”

      She handed him the bottle. “As safe as I can be.”

      “Even if they know where you’re going, even if they find you, where I’m taking you—” he shook his head “—it won’t end well for the uninvited.”

      “Why? Do you have some magick power I don’t know about?”

      He decided to test her reaction. “Actually, yes. We have a witch.”

      At that, he smelled something like fear, and it hadn’t come from Belle. The driver was terrified. He’d forgotten they didn’t have a Woolven employee.

      Sloppy, Parker. Sloppy.

      Except there was no reason for him to be terrified.

      “Pull over,” he drawled.

      “Sir?” the driver asked.

      Parker schooled his body’s reactions carefully. He didn’t change his expression. Didn’t stiffen his spine. He kept his usual playboy carriage, sprawled out as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “The car. Pull it over,” he instructed again.

      “We’re miles from the airport.”

      “Yes, yes we are. I want some time with my new wife. Pull over. And get out.”

      “I… can’t do that.”

      “I believe you can. I believe it’s in your best interest. So do you.” Parker considered putting his fist through the plexi glass that separated them, but he didn’t want to frighten Belle. At least, not before he could tell her the truth.

      “They’re going to kill me.”

      “Parker?” Belle asked, worry creasing her face.

      “No one is going to kill you.” His beast grew hungry. It longed to speak, to tell this puny sack of meat that if those who’d employed him didn’t kill him that Parker would. He’d tear him limb from limb—

      Enough! Be silent. He’s already afraid. He stinks of it.

      He should be, the beast answered him.

      “Unless you don’t pull the car over,” he kept his tone conversational. “I think you understand what you’re dealing with. It’s why you’re afraid. Did you know predators can smell fear? It helps them to find their prey.”

      The man began muttering prayers under his breath as he pulled the car over. “They want you, Belle. No amount of money in the world is going to protect you.”

      Parker was offended. “I’m more than money, little man.”

      “They move in the dark,” he said. “They’re unkillable…”

      “Everything that lives can die,” Parker said. “Now, get out. There’s an attaché in the trunk with a couple grand I won at the tables. Take it.”

      The man twisted himself in the seat so that he faced them. He was holding a gun in his shaking hands.

      Belle tensed, but remained silent.

      Parker cocked his head to the side, trying to decide how best to handle him. He was already afraid, so showing him there were more things in the dark than vampires might be the last shove off the cliff of his sanity.

      However, he wasn’t ready to explain to Belle why, if this man actually shot him, it wasn’t a big deal.

      The bullets weren’t silver.

      At least, they didn’t smell silver.

      He’d been wrong before.

      “Everything can die? Even you?” His hands quivered.

      “Even me. Even her.” He cocked his head to the side, the bestial part of him gaining dominance. “Even you.”

      “Your eyes—” he gasped.

      “Yes, all the better to see you with.” Parker leaned forward. “And see you, I do.”

      The stench of urine filled the car and he fumbled with the door and ran. He didn’t take the attaché, he didn’t look back. All he did was run.

      “Poor bastard,” Parker muttered as he got out of the car. “I hope he didn’t piss on the seat.”

      Belle laughed. “That would be unfortunate.”

      “At least he left the keys. Let’s go.”

      “How can you be sure we won’t run in to anyone else at the airport?” Belle asked, getting into the front seat of the car with him.

      “I can’t, but I know our jet is secure. I travel with a full staff. Pilot and maintenance are all under Woolven employ and our benefits, well, you can’t beat them.”

      “That man was terrified of you.”

      “Yes, he was.” He kept waiting for her to ask about his eyes. Why the man had been terrified of his eyes, but she didn’t. She stared straight ahead.

      He wondered what she was, what she’d done that vampires would be after her. That she knew what they were?

      He had to tell her.

      Parker wanted her to get used to the idea of being married to him first, before he told her that he was a werewolf. She was under enough stress as it was.

      He also knew this had been an attempt on her life. The vampires that were after her were powerful if they’d already gotten an assassin in play. The only way to keep her truly safe was to mark her.

      That would keep his pack, his family safe, too.

      He spared her a glance as he drove. She was serene and still, her hands folded in her lap. Parker had the strangest urge to ask her what she was thinking about, but that was a stupid question. If she was smart, and he was sure she was, she’d be thinking about survival.

      He wanted to peel away those layers and see inside her head. He wanted to see the cogs and wheels turn.

      “Is there really all that money in the trunk?” she asked.

      “Yeah. You want it?”

      “What? You can’t just…” she waved her fingers.

      “Just give you money? Why not? It’s just paper. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Wow, must be nice.”

      Parker took the exit for McCarran International Airport and followed the signs that would take him to the tarmac for the private travelers. “I guess it is nice. There are few things that money can’t fix, and money makes those bearable. I told you I’m aware of my privilege.”

      “That much money could change my life. I could hide for a long time with that at my disposal.”

      “It’s yours. And anything else you need.”

      “If I stay married to you.”

      “You can have the cash regardless.” He shrugged. “I should probably use it like some bargaining tool, and take it to the mat, but I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to force you into anything. I do need your help though.”

      “Isn’t this where you say there’s more where that came from if I help you?” She offered him a small smile.

      “Do I have to say it?” Parker drawled.

      “No, I guess not.” She pressed her lips together and stayed silent until they pulled in past security and his staff greeted them.

      “I have to tell you something.”

      “Can it wait until we’re on the plane?” He searched her face.

      “Yeah, I guess so.” She bit her lip.

      He squeezed her hand. “Hey, I want to hear what you have to say, but we need to get in the air. It’s the best way to keep you safe.”

      She nodded.

      Boarding the plane, he thought about the bedroom and all the hours they had in the air. He shook the thought out of his head, but definitely not out of his pants. His cock was rock hard. He wished the fucking thing would lay down like a good dog and be quiet. Parker had other, more pressing concerns.

      Well, maybe pressing was the wrong word, he thought, as he adjusted his slacks.

      “There’s a bedroom in there. A real bathroom if you’d like to freshen up after we takeoff.”

      “Oh, no trying to get me into bed now?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m trying really fucking hard to be a gentleman.”

      “So noted.” She sat down and strapped in. Then gave him a real smile. “You’re actually being very gallant. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Yeah, that was good. Asking for a cookie for not being a shit. He shook his head at himself.

      It wasn’t long before they were in the air and she breathed an audible sigh that sounded like relief.

      “This is the fastest getaway I’ve ever made.” She looked around. “Are there any of those mini liquor bottles? I could use… a hundred?”

      Parker wrinkled his nose. “How about more champagne?”

      “I could get used to this so easily.”

      He couldn’t help the smirk that curved his lips. “I’d like to cordially invite you to do so. This can be your life. All you have to do is say yes.”

      “You might be the devil,” she said.

      He waved his hand and a stewardess came back with a bottle of champagne and two flutes.

      “Thanks, Dee. Might you have a hot cloth for my lady?” He flashed his Woolven grin.

      Dee grinned back. “I’ll be right back with that. Anything else I can get for you?”

      He looked to Belle.

      She shook her head. “I think I’ll take you up on your offer to clean up.”

      Dee returned with two steaming cloths and Parker used his on his hands and face before handing it back to Dee.

      “As you know, I’m a licensed massage therapist as well. Would Mrs. Woolven care for some reflexology?” Dee asked.

      Mrs. Woolven.

      Mrs. Fucking. Woolven.

      Who the fuck was that?

      Oh. Right. Belle.

      Hearing that out loud shook him to his core. He’d always known he was going to have to marry. Mate. It had never seemed to terribly real until this moment.

      He was married to this woman.

      Who didn’t know he was a werewolf.

      He suddenly understood the displeasure in Drew’s voice.

      “No, thank you. I think Parker and I would like some time alone. Thank you,” Belle answered her.

      Time alone? His cock perked.

      Lay down, fucker.

      It did not obey him.

      He poured the champagne. “Well, here’s to us, Mrs. Woolven.”

      She arched a brow. “Yes. Here’s to us, Mr. Woolven.” Belle reached out and took the flute from him and downed the contents. “Show me to the bedroom?” She laughed. “That came out a lot more sex kitten than I intended.”

      “Strangely, I don’t find that problematic.”

      She laughed again and the sound was like music. “No, I don’t suppose you would. But really, I have to tell you something.”

      “I probably should tell you something, too.”

      “Oh, good. I like quid pro quo. Then everything is on the table. Fair is fair.” She punctuated her words with nods.

      He led her back toward the bedroom.

      As soon as they were alone, something in the air changed. It was as if a switch had been flipped and the rest of the world, the danger clawing at their heels, it was gone. There was only this moment. Only the two of them.

      Her pheromones were wild, filling up his senses with her. A thousand tabs in his brain were open and they all featured the same subject.

      Her.

      Her on her knees.

      On her back.

      The smell of her.

      Dear goddess, that taste of her on his tongue…

      The feeling was obviously mutual because her pupils had dilated and she grabbed him by the lapels of his shirt and slammed him against the wall.

      He did like a woman who took charge.

      Especially this one.

      Her mouth was hot, and demanding. Her grip strong. He liked how solid she was in his arms. With other women, he always worried about hurting them. About his beast getting carried away, but he instinctively knew she could handle anything he could throw her way. That was hot.

      His fingers tangled in her hair and he had her clothes in a pool on the floor in seconds. He was pretty proud of himself for not tearing them to shreds. He didn’t exactly want her to meet the rest of the family naked.

      A low growl started in the back of his throat just thinking about it.

      “Oh, I like it when you do that,” she gasped.

      He went to his knees between her thighs. “You’ll like it when I do this, too.”

      Her fingers tunneled through his hair. “Parker—”

      “Mmm.” He lifted her and used his supernatural strength to hold her aloft while he laved at her.

      “Oh gods, I have to tell you some—”

      “Me too,” he mumbled against the softness of her cleft, swiping his tongue over her sweetness.

      Maybe if he was ears deep, “I’m a werewolf” wouldn’t be so scary.

      Or maybe, he should mark her now. Right here, on the inside of her thigh. She’d be his. His brother would approve. He’d told Drew to mark Emmie to keep her safe. Then there’d be no question about what lengths his family would go to so that she was protected.

      For some reason, that was paramount. He needed her safe more than he needed anything.

      That thought should’ve scared him, but maybe it had decided to manifest while he was ears deep for the same reason.

      So it didn’t scare the living shit out of him.

      His beast rose and he couldn’t fight it. Parker sank his teeth into her inner thigh.

      She called out names of gods he didn’t recognize and her orgasm was sweet on his tongue.

      But the wound healed immediately, much faster than even his saliva could instigate, and the taste of her blood was almost like a ghost pepper, burning through his tongue.

      “Did you just try to mark me?” she asked.

      So much for telling her he was a werewolf. She already knew.

      But just what in the hell was Belle Vaughn?
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      He’d tried to mark her!

      Belle wasn’t sure if she should be horrified or intrigued. It had felt… yeah, it had been like a supernova between her thighs. She wanted him to bite her again.

      From the look on his face, he probably didn’t want to bite her again.

      “I tried to tell you I was a vampire.”

      “And here I was worried you’d be upset when I told you I was a wolf.” He leaned back on his haunches. “Why didn’t you tell me you knew? I feel pretty stupid.”

      “Parker, we barely know each other. I didn’t know how you’d react.”

      “You know me well enough to let me put my face in your—”

      “That’s different.”

      “You knew me well enough to marry me.”

      “We were both drunk.”

      “How were you even drunk? You’re a vampire?”

      She sighed. “I’m not your average bloodsucker. I don’t drink human blood. I haven’t for five hundred years.”

      “Holy shit, you’re old.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Listen, even immortals don’t want to be told they’re old.”

      Parker grinned, the flash of his white teeth endearing, somehow. “But you’re still beautiful.”

      “I’m not going to let you off the hook just because you told me I’m beautiful.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “What about if I eat you again?” He chomped his teeth.

      Her cheeks warmed. “Well, I mean… I won’t argue.”

      “We should probably put the rest of our baggage on the table, though.”

      “Yeah, you’re right, and if you want to drop me off in…say… Colorado, I won’t be upset. When I tell you about the people who are after me, you may want to keep your own family as far away from them as possible.”

      He ushered her into the shower. “Water is heavy, so we don’t have a lot. We should share.”

      “I don’t feel like we’ll get anything discussed.”

      “We will. I promise.” He held up a Lush shampoo bar. “Let me help.”

      His hands were everywhere, in her hair, massaging her scalp, down the back of her neck, her shoulders, the length of her spine… she couldn’t help but melt into him as his strong hands worked her flesh.

      “So, Q&A?”

      “Mmmhmm,” she mumbled.

      “Who is after you?”

      It was hard to think with his hands on her. It had been so long she’d allowed herself a real connection with another being. She’d had sex, but it had been about the mechanics. With Parker Woolven, she knew it was something more.

      Belle had to stop this before it went any further. She didn’t want her family to hurt him. They didn’t call groups of vampires a murder for nothing.

      But she wasn’t ready to give up this touch, the sparks that tingled along her skin wherever he made contact.

      It occurred to her again that his touch was like the sun. It warmed her from the inside out, starting in her bones.

      “I can’t think when you’re doing that.”

      He tipped her head under the water and continued to massage her scalp, rinsing away the soap. His body was hard, and slick, water beading off skin.

      “It’s so strange.”

      “What is?”

      “That you don’t smell like a wolf to me.”

      “You mean I don’t smell like wet dog?” He nosed at her neck, as if to punctuate that no matter what he smelled like, his nature was all wolf.

      “No.” She took the bar from him and lathered it in her hands before pushing it through his hair, and returning the caress. “You smell like sunlight.”

      He laughed. “And you, pretty fang, smell like chocolate.”

      “Is that why you’re obsessed with having your mouth on me?” she teased.

      “Maybe,” he said, his tone serious.

      She scrubbed her fingers through his perfect blond hair, getting an odd thrill from making it not perfect. He turned his face into her touch and she playfully scratched behind his ear.

      Belle found herself pushed up against the wall of the tiny shower, his hands cupping her ass and her legs wrapped around his hips of their own accord.

      “If you keep doing that,” he said, even as the water streaked down his face, “we’re not going to get anything done.”

      “Yes, we will,” she purred. “You’ll get to remember last night.”

      Belle knew she was supposed to be thinking about how to disentangle herself from this mess, but he felt so good.

      Strangely safe.

      And she’d been alone for oh so long.

      Parker Woolven knew what she was now, and there was a freedom in that, too. She hadn’t told anyone. She’d lived alone, on the edges of society. Always hiding that part of her. She hadn’t realized how much she missed letting her guard down.

      His cock was pressed against her cleft and he leaned his forehead against hers, keeping their gazes locked as he pushed inside of her. He was impossibly deep, but it was more than his cock. Some metaphysical part of him was inside of her, too. It was if she’d always known him, from the beginning when she’d crawled from the ether of dark creation.

      Belle wanted to break this connection because it was too much, too soon, but it fed the empty pitch inside of her that grew hungrier by the day and she’d thought it was the craving for human blood, but Parker filled it, sated it.

      And oh my gods, they were in deep shit.

      The water spluttered and ran dry, but Parker didn’t seem to care. He kissed her, his mouth hard and demanding, her fangs descended, but still he didn’t stop.

      Not even when his tongue scraped against her incisor and she tasted his blood.

      That single drop of his blood sated another hunger she hadn’t realized she’d been denying. If she’d thought he smelled like sunshine, tasting him was like drinking a volcano. It burned, it was fire, but made her strong.

      “Mine,” he growled against her lips.

      This was the part where she was supposed to say no. She couldn’t be his. She was a vampire. He was a werewolf. Never shall the two join.

      Like, ever.

      But here they were, joined in the most intimate way possible.

      His body got bigger. It was a subtle growth there in the width of his shoulders, in his height, and the spread of his palms as he gripped her.

      “Say you’re mine, Belle.” The growl was lower this time and there was no mistaking his voice for human.

      His beast was rising.

      That should’ve scared her. Werewolves and vampires were mostly evenly matched. When they’d gone to war in the past, many had died at the hand of the other. He could hurt her. He could maybe rip her limb from limb.

      But she felt no fear.

      Only a sharp stab of lust that caused her to shudder around him, and her interior walls to clench and pull him deeper.

      She opened her eyes and stared into his once blue eyes now gone amber. “Who do I belong to, Woolven? You, or the beast?”

      “I am the beast.” He stopped thrusting, holding her there against the wall for a long moment.

      Goddess, but she needed him to move. Needed the friction of his cock and she shifted, rolling her hips, taking what she wanted, but then he held her still and it was the most delicious torture she could’ve imagined.

      “Say you’re mine.”

      She knew that even though he still wore a mostly human veneer, there was nothing human about Parker Woolven now. His beast had obviously decided she belonged to him.

      Belle searched those amber eyes and she wasn’t even sure what she was looking for.

      She didn’t want to be anyone’s property. She belonged to no one but herself. That was why she’d left the murder. She wasn’t their property. She didn’t live or die at their words and whims.

      Her body made the choice for her.

      Belle didn’t speak the words, but she turned her head to the side and offered the beast her throat. It was an act of submission, and invitation she knew he’d accept.

      She could admit she wanted it, his teeth at her throat. Maybe the mark wouldn’t stay, but she could damn well enjoy the orgasm it gave her when he tried. If it had been that intense on her inner thigh, his bite on her throat might actually end her.

      It would be one hell of a way to go.

      Except his fingers were on her chin, turning her face back to his and the amber light in his eyes had receded to a light ring around the blue. His beast was still there, but it had stepped back and now the human part of Parker was in charge.

      “Did I scare you?”

      Tears welled in the back of her throat from some stupid reason. She was a monster, just like him. She was a predator, too. She’d offered him her throat and any other beast of her acquaintance would’ve taken it, probably without asking.

      Now, here he was, after demanding she say she belonged to him, making sure it was actually something she wanted.

      It turned her on even more, but it played with her emotions. Touched them in unapproved ways.

      If she was honest with herself, it made her want to belong to him. To put her burdens on his shoulders and let him carry them for a little while. She wanted to hide in the strength he offered her.

      Before she could think better of it, she said, “Only with what you make me feel, Parker. It’s so much. Too much.”

      “Do you want to stop?” he asked, cock still hard inside of her.

      “Fuck no.” She dug her nails into his shoulders. “Bite me.”

      The beast reasserted himself and his jaws closed around her throat. It was a pleasure unlike she’d ever known as his teeth sank into her flesh. It burned, but it made her whole body pulse with wave after wave of ecstasy.

      It took her to that place outside of time, the one where she was sure her insides knew his, that they’d been there together before the world was made. Something told her they’d be there together after the world had been unmade, too.

      Every nerve ending was alive with sensation. Parts of her that had gone numb over the many long years were suddenly awake and she was bombarded with scents and sound. Everything she felt centered around that bite, even as it healed, it pulsed and the shockwaves echoed straight to her clit.

      As the hurricane ebbed and she came back to herself, she put her head on his shoulder and whispered, “I hope you meant what you said.”

      “I always mean what I say,” he reassured her. “Wolves don’t lie. It’s not in our nature.”

      “That’s good, because it’s never felt like this before. If I’m yours, you’re mine.”

      “Fine,” he said, his tone light, teasing.

      “Fine,” she said back.

      He laughed and eased her to her feet. “Now, we really have to talk.”

      “I know.” She stretched and grabbed for a towel. “But I’d rather do that again.”

      “I’d rather do that pretty much every day, all day,” Parker assured her.

      She laughed. “I don’t think we got very clean.” Belle did like the way her hair smelled. “I like this all purpose cleansing bar. That’s nice.”

      “I’ll have your bathroom at Aphelion stocked with them.”

      “Aphelion?”

      “It’s my family compound. You’ll be safe there.”

      “You still want to take me there even knowing I’m a vampire?” She studied him. “Everyone else there is like you? A wolf?”

      “Not everyone. One of our scientists is a vampire. He was taken and turned by Kumarin. My brother, our Alpha, got him back.”

      “And he lives there?” She’d never heard of such a thing.

      “Yes. He’s actually my brother’s father-in-law, if you want to put a label on it. He is well-loved by our pack. Part of our pack.”

      “You Woolvens are a different breed of wolf, then, aren’t you?”

      “I suppose you could say that.”

      “I haven’t spoken with another vampire in a hundred years. I mean, there are plenty of them in Vegas, but since I can go out in the sun, we don’t smell the same to each other. They smell dead to me and I smell like human to them. Actually, if any of them realized who and what I was, they’d sell me back to my murder so fast. Or maybe they’d pick me apart, trying to see what makes me tick and how they can walk in the sun, too.”

      “How can you walk in the sun? Do you know? David misses the sun.”

      “It’s not complicated. I don’t drink humans. Something about human blood enhances the sensitivity to sunlight. I’m also old enough that I could probably drink human blood now and still get away with a few minutes in the sun without turning to dust.”

      “Tell me about your murder, about who is after you?”

      “I guess I should. You keep asking, and I keep not answering. It’s dumb, but talking about them hurts. I miss them. As awful and horrible as they are, the bad things they want to make me do, I still miss them. I still love them.”

      Parker drew her close to him and she turned her face against his chest, allowing herself the luxury of his comfort. It would be so easy to get used to this.

      “They’re your family. Of course you feel those things. I can’t imagine living without my pack. My brothers. My uncle. Their mates. No matter what horrible things they’d done.”

      “My murder is one of the oldest. We trace our parent murder back to Mesopotamia. We are Asakku.”

      At his sharp intake of breath, she knew that he’d heard of them. Who hadn’t? They were only the most feared of the murders, Kumarin coming in as a close second.

      “The Asakku in some places are worshipped as old gods. I was born to a priestess who’d given herself to the murder. I shudder to think what kind of dark magic she used to bring me into the world, but here I am.” Belle shrugged. “I ran away many times, but it wasn’t until the 1700’s when I came to America that I was able to hide successfully from them. Now, they’ve caught my scent and I can guarantee you they will stop at nothing to get me back. My father wanted to marry me to Kumarin.” After he’d turned him. When Kumarin had been human, she’d loved him.

      “Well, that’s just disgusting,” Parker said, holding her tighter. “I won’t let that happen to you. Woolven has a lot of resources at our disposal. We have witches, dragons, hunters… we have the hunter Lenore Breslin. We have humans, too.”

      “What can humans do?”

      “They’re far more terrible in their schemes than any supe ever could be. You know this. There’s a government agency my brother has brokered a deal with. But that’s not for anyone you love. At least, not as a first resort.”

      She looked up at him. “I’ve never seen a dragon.”

      “The outlaw biker gang, Drago Knights?”

      “Everyone knows who they are. They’re like the Hell’s Angels, at least as far as notoriety.”

      “Yeah, they’re dragons. Actual dragons.”

      “That’s so cool. How is it I’ve lived so long and don’t know these things?” she sighed.

      “Because you’ve been alone, but you don’t have to be alone anymore. Woolven will be your murder. I know it’s not the same, and I can’t imagine the pain you’re in, but you don’t have to go through it alone.”

      She realized this had all gone so far off the rails. He was talking about forever, and as pretty as it sounded, that wasn’t for them. “All for agreeing to fake marriage?”

      He stilled, and his body had gone like marble. Had she hurt him? But that’s what this was. It was all an accident. It was all fake.

      Except for the sex.

      Wasn’t it?

      He was talking like she was his mate, and that wasn’t a thing that happened. Vampires and wolves didn’t do that.

      “Yes, Belle. All for agreeing to be my fake wife.” He released her and started getting dressed.

      Playing pretend was over. They weren’t anything to each other, except a means to an end.

      Except she didn’t want it to be over.

      Which was why she had to put fairy tales out of her head. That was how they’d caught her the last time, and it had ended in blood. Which, most fairy tales did. The blood of the villain, but he’d been the hero.

      Just like Parker.

      Well, no one was like Parker.

      But she wouldn’t allow him to step into the role, only to lose his life, while she still had to face endless eternity with the weight of her sins.
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      Aphelion loomed, dark and perhaps sinister to some, but for Parker, it was home. While he had his own various residences around the world, nothing caused that warmth to bloom in his chest like the long, winding drive to the giant sleeping beast that overlooked the small village below.

      This was home.

      This was Woolven.

      He felt a strange sense of pride bringing his bride home, even though as she kept reminding him, the bond between them wasn’t real. Parker supposed his feelings were normal, given that he’d bitten her. Marked her. Even though the mark hadn’t stayed on her skin, his wolf had known it was done and had accepted her as his mate.

      The Asakku were not gods, even if some thought they were. Some thought werewolves were gods and he knew he was no god.

      It was time to remind these Asakku that there was more in heaven and earth…

      “You’re growling,” Belle whispered.

      He turned to look at her. “It’s a thing I do sometimes.” Parker flashed her a devil-may-care wink to soothe her fears.

      “Are you getting ready to protect me from your family? Is that why you’re growling?” Her dark eyes were wide.

      “No. I won’t need to protect you from them. I already told you. I’ve given my word. They’ll back me. It’s what family is supposed to do.”

      The car slowed to a stop and upon seeing no one was there to greet them, he realized they’d all be in the boardroom.

      “I’ll take it from here,” he said to the driver.

      He led her inside the Aphelion, the wards giving her no trouble, and he headed straight for the boardroom, where he found his brothers and uncle inside.

      Warner was the first to speak. “Boy, do you realize that’s a vampire?”

      Parker coughed. “I do.”

      “Just checking then.” Warner sniffed the air, his eyes bright amber, as he was always closer to his wolf form than his human. Then he smiled. It was a wide, toothy grin. Big Bad Wolf to the core. “She smells like chocolate.”

      Belle smiled. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      Parker narrowed his eyes. “I’ll thank you to keep your snout to yourself. You don’t need to be sniffing my bride.”

      “She doesn’t mind it,” Warner gave her another one of his grins, which was usually reserved for those he was about to kill.

      Parker didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      His brother Drew nodded slowly. “She does smell like chocolate. The pure cacao, no sweeteners. Unprocessed. Very nice.”

      “Could you not?” Parker sighed. He knew he had this coming. He looked to Blake, just waiting for the barrage of shit from him. Especially since he’d given Blake’s mate all kinds of silver weapons to torture him with and had teased them both mercilessly.

      He knew his brother would have an opportunity to return the favor, he’d just not expected it would arrive so soon.

      Blake had a grin of his own. “I seem to recall that before you left for Vegas you said something about liking your women soft, and sweet. With no bite.”

      Fuck! Of course, that would be the one thing that Blake remembered and decided to trot out now in front of Belle.

      “No bite?” Belle looked at him. “Well, that’s not what he said on the plane.”

      “Or in the hotel room when the paparazzi was snapping pictures of his dick,” Warner said with a cackle.

      “Why are you laughing, old man?” Parker grumbled.

      “Because it’s damn funny. Even if it did fuck us in the ass sideways.”

      “I like him,” Belle said.

      “Of course you do.” Parker rolled his eyes. “By the way, that’s my uncle, Warner. That’s Drew, and that’s our Alpha, Blake.”

      Warner shrugged. “It’s the scars,” he added before anyone could speak to the introductions. “Randi tells me ‘chicks dig them.’”

      “You’re positively chatty today, Uncle.” Parker peered at him, looking him over for some sign he’d been possessed. Or was a shapeshifter pretending to be his uncle.

      “Ripping the top of a limousine with my bare hands and then running back to Aphelion put some vigor in these old bones.” Warner rolled his broad shoulders and cracked his neck.

      Old? Yeah, not so much. Warner liked to think of himself as a gray tail, but he was as strong and fierce as ever. He’d probably outlive them all.

      “Where is your bride?” Parker looked around, as if expecting to see her.

      “Under Randi’s tender loving care,” Blake answered.

      “Is she upset?”

      “Doesn’t seem to be, no.” Blake stood. “I’m sorry, forgive our rudeness.” He addressed Belle. “But we’ve gone to war.”

      “And I’m not helping matters. I told Parker that—”

      Blake held up his hand. “A Woolven honors his word. We can still protect you. If you protect us.”

      Parker felt the urge to put himself between Belle and Blake. He knew, even his beast knew, that Blake meant her no harm. That he would never hurt her, but the instinct to shield her rose nonetheless.

      “I have to tell you that the murder you’d be dealing with is unlike any other. You know Kumarin? I am from the Asakku. It was my father who made Evgeni Kumarin who and what he is.”

      “Perhaps a challenge,” Blake granted. “But I’ve dealt with Kumarin’s murder. There are a few strays still on the loose, but the rest have…” Blake paused. “Donated their bodies to the US government in the name of science.”

      “If he ever gets free, he’ll come for you,” Belle said.

      “And I’ll tear his head off and mount it on the wall outside Aphelion for all my enemies to see.” Blake’s tone was calm and even, but the power of the wolf echoed in a dark undercurrent of the promise.

      Warner growled with something that sounded like approval.

      Drew took this opportunity to speak. “So here’s what needs to happen. We need a very public display.” He looked at the Alpha. “You too.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Blake grumbled.

      “Pup, you knew that this was coming. You’re not only the Alpha, but the CEO,” Warner said.

      Drew spoke again, “It’s going to be a double wedding. The bigger, the better. We’re already getting hounded for press passes.”

      “Do not give them to any of the outlets that published those pictures from Vegas. Make sure when you deny them entry, you tell them that’s why,” Parker said.

      Blake nodded. “Good idea. Aversion training. If you want the scoop on Woolven, do it through approved channels, or get shut out.”

      “A wedding? More paparazzi?” Belle asked. “I feel this is going to end badly.”

      “Our suggestion was to hide in plain sight. Especially after what’s happened with Kumarin’s murder. They’ll think twice about going against Woolven. Even while we’re at war,” Drew said. “We have many allies outside of the werewolf nations. The supernatural side we have covered. It’s the bottom line with the board that we need covered. Can you do that?”

      For one horrible moment, Parker thought she was going to say no. That she didn’t believe that they could protect her.

      That he could protect her.

      Parker had never wished to be anything other than what he was, the youngest brother. The baby. The one who was free to carouse, to make mistakes. It was almost like these things he did were expected of him. The women, the drunken nights in Vegas after snatching the family’s private jet.

      It had never bothered him.

      Not until now.

      Not until he was standing by this woman he’d married, and she doubted him.

      His human brain warred with his beast.

      His human brain said that he didn’t need to protect her. She was a vampire who was much older than he was. She could walk in the sun, for shit’s sake. She didn’t need Baby Woolven to do anything for her.

      Except she did.

      She needed someone to stand between her and the force of Asakku coming for her. Who would make her into something she didn’t want to be. Who would take her strength, her choice…

      His beast raged because it needed to be more than Baby Woolven.

      He’d never wanted the mantle of Alpha, but if he had it now, there would be no doubt of his ability to protect her. Not from her, not from his brothers, and most importantly, not from himself.

      “Parker,” Blake said. “All will be well.”

      He searched his brother’s face and saw the reassurance there he’d wished he could feel himself. He wanted to ask Blake if he really believed that, or if this was just the strong face he put on for everyone.

      Because right now, they needed it more than anything.

      That’s why he wouldn’t ask, because they all needed to believe it was true.

      “I’ve got PR on this. They’re leaking news of the impending wedding and we’ll announce the venue tomorrow,” Drew said.

      “Has that been decided?” Parker asked.

      “Not yet. Have some ideas?” Blake answered.

      “I was thinking St. Louis. The Caramel Room at Bissinger’s.”

      “The chocolate factory?” Warner arched a brow.

      “Here’s my thinking. It’s enough to hold three hundred guests. We can give the illusion of a big wedding, while still keeping it rather small. We’ll invite the press and other concerned parties to the reception after, and give chocolate favors and champagne. We’re at war, so we need to keep the spending low, with the biggest return on investment. It will have every appearance of an expensive, yet quirky wedding, provide the press that we need, all while still being the small affair that we can control,” Parker said.

      Warner nodded. “That’s smart. Security would be much easier.”

      “As will making our exit. We can make a big show about how we’re going to Disney World or something, somewhere with a lot of people where it will be hard for anyone to pinpoint exactly where we are.”

      "In the meantime, I'd like to introduce Belle to David," Blake said to Parker, almost as if he were looking for some kind of approval.

      A rush of gratitude washed over him that he recognized Parker had claimed Belle as his mate. He didn't know where this was going or exactly when it would crash and burn, or even how it had happened, but Parker only knew that Belle belonged to him. Vampire or not. His beast didn't give a shit if she was a witch, a fairy, or ghoul. It didn't matter. Whatever she was, she was his.

      "I think that's a good idea, if Belle agrees. Any trackers they put on you won't be able to find you, or get into your head inside David's laboratory." Parker turned to her.

      "Not even the necromancers?" Belle asked, her tone soft.

      "No, our witch would make them heartily and immediately sorry for trying,” Drew said with a grin. "When you meet her, you'll have to ask her about the ex-husband she turned into a shit demon."

      "That’s a thing? I'm so naive." Belle shook her head.

      "It is when Westwood says it is. She's married to the Goblin King, so as I said, we have unusual and powerful allies." Drew gave her another smile. "It's going to be okay, little sister."

      A relief he didn't know he'd been waiting for followed that last wave of gratitude. They'd accepted her.

      As if they wouldn't have.

      Parker knew his brothers like the back of his own hand. They were his family. His pack. They'd always have his back, he knew that on a cellular level. It was his human mind that faltered, because he'd never had to ask for their help before.

      Sure, he was a fuck up, but he mostly got himself out of his own scrapes. He'd accepted his duty to pack, and here he'd almost royally screwed them, granted while he was trying to do the right thing, and they backed his play. No matter what that meant for them.

      He couldn't imagine living without that.

      He couldn't imagine running from them.

      It made him all the more determined to protect Belle. It didn't matter to him that she was an ancient vampire. She was still largely innocent in the ways of the supernatural world. She'd been alone for so long. She'd missed the Supernatural Renaissance where factions had come together and formed alliances. Or if not alliances, at least peace treaties.

      "I'll talk to Randi, we'll start making the arrangements," Blake said. "Take her to David, get her settled and then I need you to come back to the boardroom for war council."

      "I understand," Parker replied.

      "It was nice to meet you all," Belle said. "I thank you."

      "You're helping us too, don't forget that," Warner rumbled at her.

      "I really hope that's what I'm doing," Belle said with a grim tone.

      He led her out of the boardroom and toward the R&D wing. "So, that's my family."

      "They're amazing. I can't believe all of the power in that single space. It rippled off of them all like it was a physical thing."

      "Werewolves are like that." Parker sniffed. "Oh you smell like chocolate," he mimicked. "Yeah, power. More like animal magnetism."

      "That's power, too. But no, Parker. That's not what I felt. It was... an electricity."

      Parker had the urge to push her against the wall and bite her again, to remind her she should only be feeling electricity with him. Which was completely unlike him. Being the baby, he wasn't particularly the kind to stomp around and mushroom stamp everything in his wake like Blake did. Or even Drew. He wasn't even Beta. He was just... a cog. A wolf in the pack. But Belle made him want to do those things. Belle made him wish he was the kind of wolf who had that power.

      Belle's laugh brought him back to the moment and his beast, had in fact, pushed her up against the wall and was snarling against her neck.

      And she was laughing.

      She wasn't mocking him, but it was a sound of actual mirth. She enjoyed the beast's rough and tumble treatment.

      "Oh, Parker. Here?" She'd wrapped her arms around his neck. "Someone is going to see, but if you don't care, I guess I don't. Is that how things are done here?" Her voice dropped to barely a whisper. "Do you just throw your women against the wall and have a go whenever the wolf demands?"

      "Not usually," he said, and realized his voice was several octaves deeper. He was on the verge of a full on Change and hadn't even realized it.

      That was bad. Very bad.

      "Oh, that's a disappointment."

      His beast rumbled. "Would you like that?"

      "Yes. I'm finding I like everything about you, Parker Woolven. I'm afraid that's dangerous for us both."

      "It could be, but I've never been the one to do the most sensible thing." He nosed at her throat. "I've never had to deny my beast anything. Ever. Now that it seems I have to," his voice was still raspy, "I'm out of control."

      "I like it when you're out of control. I like it when you're beastly. We can be monsters together."

      Her words sent electric jolts of pleasure through him, thinking of all the ways they could be monstrous together. He imagined hunting with her, chasing her through the pitch black of some cold winter night. He salivated at the thought, his teeth elongating in his mouth as the edge of the Change crept over him.

      "You break all the chains humanity would put on me."

      "Parker, a beast as glorious as you should never be in chains."

      He managed to rein in his beast, and his dick, enough to establish control. "If they weren't waiting on me for that war council... the things I would do to you."

      "Why don't you do them to me afterward? We might as well enjoy our current situation, right?"

      He nipped her neck with his human teeth and she shivered. "Might as well."

      Only, they didn't move. He still had her pressed against the wall, and her body was still arched against his in carnal invitation.

      "We should go," he said.

      "We should," she agreed easily.

      His wolf growled at the idea of letting her go. He wanted to mark her again. He was pissed that his mark hadn't stayed. How to explain to the animal side of him what his logical mind accepted? He didn't know.

      But she seemed to. "Your wolf, he's angry his mark his gone."

      "That seems to be the problem."

      "What are you waiting for? Mark me again." She turned her head to the side. "I like it. No, correction, I fucking love it. It's like an orgasm all on its own."

      "I've heard it's painful."

      "Just enough to get me off. Do it."

      The beast didn't have to be told again. His Change overtook him and he sank his jaws into her bared throat. Her acid blood burned his tongue, but the burn had become an addiction. He loved the taste of her.

      She spasmed in his arms, and the scents rolling off of her were pure lust. "Don't stop," she gasped. "More."

      He kept his teeth clamped around the curve of her neck until she stopped shuddering and tried to pull away. He released her and his wolf settled down, contented. Not so much for his cock. He was hard enough to hammer nails through titanium.

      Her face was flushed, her hair a mess. She looked like she'd just been fucked and fucked hard. The mark on her neck was healing slowly.

      She put her hand to the wound, still breathing heavy. "Damn." She licked her lips. "It just keeps getting better between us. Will you come find me after the council so we can finish what we started?"

      "I don't know that I should bite you again so soon. Our bites are known to be poisonous to each other."

      "It doesn't seem to be so with us. I haven't felt these things you make me feel in... it's been so long, I don't know if I've ever felt them. It's like a drug, and I want it again as soon as I have my hit."

      "Who am I to say no, then? I've always been an accommodating lover," Parker said, his veneer back in place.

      "It's wild how you do that."

      "What?" He arched a brow.

      "One moment you're all owly growly ready and able to tear someone's face off and the next, you're this playboy who hasn't a care in the world. I want to ask which one is the real you, but they both are, aren't they?"

      "That's the duality of the man and the beast, I suppose."

      They walked the rest of the way in a comfortable silence. When he finally got them to the R&D wing, he knew he had to make a quick exit, or he wasn't going to leave her. He knew she was safe with David, but he wanted to stay by her side.

      That wasn't the beast, it was the man. He wanted to stay with her because he knew this couldn't last forever and he wanted to drink down every second they'd been given.
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      She had no idea what to expect when she met David Rutger.

      Belle hadn't had any real interactions with other vampires in so long, this was a balm she hadn't realized she needed. It was strange, the way all of her senses were at war with themselves.

      Her survival instincts told her to run, but her logic said to stay. Her heart, however, demanded another kind of connection.

      So she hugged him.

      He returned the embrace with a gentle, almost fatherly sort of affection. Or what she rather imagined fatherly affection felt like, how she'd built it up in her head. She couldn't remember her father ever hugging her.

      Yet, she missed him all the same.

      "It is so very good to meet you," David said as he released her. His eyes were bright with a predatory gleam so common to their kind. He seemed to regard everything with a fiery intensity that wasn't common among their kind. Cold predation, sure. But there was a fire in this creature that burned hot and bright, it radiated out of him in waves.

      "You as well," she said. "I haven't met another of my kind in a long time. At least, not one that wanted to help me."

      "I believe we can help each other."

      "Yeah, I guess I am the holy grail." She shrugged. "I'm happy to give you samples of my blood, but like humans, it's all about what you put in your body as to what you get out of it."

      "They tell me you're a natural born vampire. Perhaps there is some alchemy in that, that we, as Turned do not have."

      "As you've probably guessed, vampirism is a mutation. Many believe it to be an evolution. I'm not a scientist, so I don't know." She smiled. "I mean, I remember when they first proved the existence of animalcules that cause diseases. That was practically magic, even to someone like me. But still, I don't think I'm much different."

      "I can't help but wonder if the cure for what we are isn't in your blood."

      "I don't think we're sick. We're simply apex predators, like the werewolves. But we can choose what we eat. In my youth, werewolves only ate people. Now, they've adapted. They've changed through choice and I believe we can, too. Especially if it means being able to walk in the sun again."

      David nodded. "I was studying vampire blood before I was Turned. It seemed that even though vampires consumed the human cells, it had a degrading effect on the tissue."

      "Exactly. Eat clean." She grinned.

      "May I take samples?"

      She held out her arm.

      "I have needles that will pierce your flesh, but they will cause pain."

      "I don't mind, but don't get too caught up in this cure thing, okay? We're exactly who we're supposed to be. I wouldn't want to be cured. I've seen ages pass this world and I've lost people I loved, but I wouldn't change what I am."

      David slid the needle into her arm. "But you already have changed what you are."

      "No, I changed what I eat. That's all." She watched the play of emotions on his face and there was one, overwhelming trait in all of them. He was starving. "Oh. I forgot that Parker had told me you were Kumarin's get. His progeny are different than all others. You can't survive on an animal diet. You must feed off humans or other vampires. You're surviving now, but you're hungry." Her heart broke for him. She could see the humanity still in his eyes and it was at war with the predator inside of him. It would devour him from the inside out, until everything good about him was gone. She didn’t want that for him.

      David put the syringe down and looked up into her eyes. "Yes. All the time. I'm afraid to leave Aphelion. The magic here, I think it's all that's keeping me sane."

      "Have you told Blake?"

      "No. I don't want to worry Randi."

      "I understand wanting to shoulder this on your own, but you need help. Let me help you." She was sure her blood would be the fix he needed. If it would be permanent or not was another matter entirely.

      "How do you know that you can?"

      "Our bloodlines are...similar. My father made Kumarin. He is a corruption of what it means to be Asakku."

      "How does that matter?"

      She offered her wrist again. "Have some."

      "I don't think that would sit well with your mate. These wolves tend to be very possessive." He didn’t even have to open his mouth for her to know his fangs had descended.

      She smiled at that. "Yes, they are. Very. But Parker is also logical and he loves you. He told me that you were pack. It's what these wolves do, isn't it? They make you part of them." No matter how beautiful that sounded, she couldn't let it happen with Parker. Eventually, whatever ground she'd win with the Asakku would have to be surrendered. This wasn't a forever proposition. Belle couldn't do anything about that now.

      What she could do was something about was this poor baby vampire struggling to hold on to his humanity while learning to live his new life. Her blood could nourish him like no other.

      He held her wrist in his strong, gentle hands. The hunger in his eyes pierced her.

      She was the mother now, and he the child. "Drink."

      He was careful as he bent over her wrist and she didn't even feel his fangs as they pierced her skin. Feeding, the sharing of blood, among their kind was known to be erotic, but this wasn't like that at all. As she'd imagined earlier, it was almost like feeding a child. He didn't take any more than she wanted to give him, in fact, she thought he should've taken more. When he pulled back, she could immediately see the difference.

      His pale skin, stark and chalky, had turned golden and warm. The gray at his temples had gone, and his hair was thick and dark. His shoulders were wider, his chest more broad. He hadn't been a large man to begin with, but now, he was in the prime of his youth.

      "I feel much better, thank you."

      "Did you see anything when you took my blood?"

      "I saw history. I saw... I don't know if I can believe what I saw."

      "You can." She nodded. "I was there."

      Looking down, he held out his hands, examining the changes her blood had already wrought. "What's this?"

      "A gift, perhaps. I hope."

      "If Kumarin was as you are, made by your father, why is he so pale? His eyes red? Is your father like Kumarin, or like you?"

      "He is like Kumarin, but once, he was like me. When he was very young, he refused the blood of humans. It was a story he told me to convince me to feed, instead, it only convinced me that we didn't have to be monsters."

      "Thank you for the hope that I don't have to be a monster."

      "You don't."

      "That's what I tell myself, but when the blood bags and the deer aren't sating that hunger, and it gnaws at my insides, I wonder how long my humanity will hold on."

      She made a decision then and there. "You don't have to find out. I'll supply you. You should find that what you took will keep you sated for a few days. As you age, as your body acclimates to my blood, it will keep you sated for weeks. You may even be able to phase out to only animal blood."

      "You don't have to do that."

      "I do, though. You see, it's my fault Evgeni Kumarin is what he is. If there's a small thing I can do to help right any of the wrongs he's inflicted on the world, I'll do it. You should be able to store my blood as you did the human. The great thing about vamp blood is that it won't lose its potency like animal and human blood."

      "This is almost too good to be true," David said.

      "I believe that after enough time passes, that you will be like me. But if not, I can feed you always."

      "No wonder they want you back so badly." He shook his head. "You could change them all. They'd drain you dry." There was a tone of what sounded like awe in his voice.

      "Some would. Perhaps my father would even let them to teach me a lesson in obedience."

      "Woolven won't let that happen. Parker won't let that happen," David reassured her.

      "You know, this thing with Parker and I, it was an accident. A mistake."

      "Some of the best things are. We all end up places we never thought we would. My daughter came to Aphelion with revenge in her heart. She was going to bring down Woolven Industries, and specifically Blake. She believed that he was the one who killed me." He gave her a lopsided grin. "My fault entirely, of course."

      "How so?" She cocked her head to the side.

      "I was trying to warn her. Trying to get her to go to Blake for answers and protection, but I was dying. I only managed to write his name before I died."

      "Werewolves are pretty hard to take down."

      "Randi didn't care. I think, at one point, she had a silver nitrate laser pointed at his head. She could've incinerated him--"

      "Where would she get a thing like that?"

      "Oh, that's what I do here at Woolven. I make weapons to fight supernatural wars. I work in medicine, too."

      "What do you have to kill vampires?"

      "Are you sure you want to know?" David asked her kindly.

      "Definitely. Asakku are harder to kill than most and I would be devastated if anything happened to these people because of me."

      "And you see that, right? That we're all people, no matter what other labels are on us? Vampire. Werewolf. Dragon. We all love. We all know loss and sorrow. We all bleed, but sometimes in a different way. Still, some things remain the same."

      "The vampire nations are all pretty big on the we all bleed thing." She rolled her eyes. "The blood is the life and all that. It's not just a silly tagline."

      David laughed. "Yeah, I figured that. Well, come here." He led her over to a steel cabinet that had fingerprint and iris identification. "I have the usual UV bombs, bullets, and the like. But this is special." He pulled out a small glowing vial.

      "What is it?”

      “It’s a cure."

      "What?" She stepped back, not wanting to get too close.

      He held it out to her. "You can touch it. It's perfectly safe."

      Belle held out a shaking hand and the vial was cool in her palm, but it was akin to holding a snake.

      "I should clarify. It's not any kind of cure that will reverse the vampiric process. It does, however, stop it in its tracks. It's made of irradiated werewolf venom."

      Her fingers went to her throat where Parker had bitten her. "But we heal from that." She pressed her lips together. "If it's not--"

      "There are actually cellular differences in werewolf venom depending on the intent of the wolf. It's like human tears. Tears wept for joy have a different physical construction than tears wept for sadness or pain. They're a lot like snowflakes, beautiful, actually. But what you're holding in your hand is from a werewolf in his warrior form. Do you know what that looks like?"

      She nodded slowly. She'd seen it once. Even being a vampire, she'd run like hell. Belle hadn't needed that in her day.

      Night.

      Whatever.

      "This venom has been distilled down to its base poison. It's pure rage. It causes the body to turn on itself."

      "To rip itself to shreds," she nodded. "I shudder to think what would happen if someone with a grudge against supes were to get hold of this."

      "Me too. That's why I haven't used it in the field, or turned it over to the Department of Supernatural Defense like I was supposed to. I don't even have any of the research on any electronic medium."

      "That's smart." She swallowed hard. "I guess Woolven really can take care of themselves." A cold knot settled in her gut. The idea of that being used on her family tore her up, but she knew the law of the jungle. Only the strongest... and if they went up against the Woolvens, only the law of the jungle applied.

      "I don't know if it's because you shared your blood with me, but I feel the conflict inside you. And I understand it," David said.

      "There's nothing I can do, except go back to them. And that's not something I'm willing to do. I guess I should say that I'll sacrifice myself to save everyone, but I won't." And she felt like the biggest coward because of it.

      "Woolven has offered you protection with their eyes open. They'd take it as the gravest of insults if you were to try something so stupid. No, you don't need to sacrifice yourself. You deserve to be free to live your life like anyone else."

      "Even though I've had so many lifetimes?" She didn't know what it was about David that made her open up to him. The seemingly gentle fatherly air about him, or maybe it was because she hadn't interacted with another of her own kind in so long.

      "Is that where your guilt is coming from? Didn't you tell me that we are exactly as we are meant to be? Take your own advice, little one."

      Emotion overwhelmed her. So many things she hadn't allowed herself to feel. This familial connection.

      Even though her life had been long indeed, and she'd had a kind of freedom, being on the run was kind of a cage, too. The loneliness had ebbed after those first years, but it had been like losing a limb. A part of herself.

      Was this pack her murder? Was that even possible?

      She looked up at David again as she handed the vial back to him. "So this is what you do all day? You engineer a more perfect weapon?"

      "Vaccines and cures, too. Want to see one of those?"

      "I really would."

      He went to another cabinet, this one had no security at all. David pulled out what looked to be a piece of butterscotch candy.

      "Okay, what's this?" she asked.

      "It's also distilled from werewolf venom and it can heal any wound, but it can only do it once. We found in testing that anyone who took it more than once and humans who couldn't be Turned were driven mad. We're working on applications for cancer and degenerative brain diseases. I'm concerned about a zombie apocalypse when the government wants to start playing with prions, but the immediate good it can do is worth the risk."

      "How do you keep them from using it more than once?"

      "I rewrote the genetic code so that if it comes in contact with body chemistry already altered, it will self-destruct."

      "That sounds violent."

      "Just a little bit of diarrhea." He shrugged. "If you're already so screwed that you'd chance Turning, a little bit of gastric distress is the least of your problems."

      She laughed.

      Belle thought of her family again, the Asakku. She wondered if they'd stagnated these many long years, of if they'd advanced like the wolves, keeping up with science and discoveries. Making their own. Engineered a better vampire. She had so many thing she wanted to ask her father, but their relationship would never be a meeting of the minds. He sought to dominate, control and if those things couldn’t be accomplished, he would destroy.

      And that included her.

      "Things are heating up around here, and I imagine I'm going to be working a lot of overtime. I want my little girl safe. I want the ma--wolf she loves safe, too. I could probably use an extra pair of hands in the lab if you're game."

      "I think I'd just be in the way, but if you really want me here, I'd be glad to help. I want them safe, too."

      "You're a good, if toothy, egg."

      She flashed him some fang. "You know it."

      He picked up his phone and his brow furrowed. "Yeah, things are heating up fast." He looked up at her. "Text from Parker. I'm going to take you to security and get you added to the system. Then you'll meet the supernatural force that actually runs things around here. Eleanor Westwood. She'll key the wards for you."

      "A witch? That's so cool. I haven't met many of them."

      "You have now," a voice said from the doorway.

      A kind-faced older woman with a fat, gray bun stood there, dressed all in black. But she smelled like sugar cookies and all things good and wholesome. Although, if she looked hard enough, she could see the woman's power beneath her skin. Her blood, it was all magic and ferocity.

      Belle decided she loved her on sight. A larger grin than she normally gave humans, or those who weren't in the know about vamps curved her face. Toothy, indeed. "You must be Mrs. Westwood! I've heard about you."

      The witch grinned back. "Parker has been yammering in my ear about you since you've been in here with David. But I'd know you were a daywalking Asakku just by the look of you. Such a pretty thing you are."

      "Parker told me you're married to the Goblin King? Does he hang out here at Aphelion, too? It's like a regular whose who here."

      She laughed. "Only sometimes. He knows how important the Woolven pack is to me."

      Belle cocked her head to the side, scenting the air. There was more to this witch than she'd first realized. While she appeared to be a grandmother type, it was more accurate to say she was the mother type. "Interesting."

      "You just shh about that, dear."

      David was no longer paying any attention to either of them, he was lost in his papers and formulas.

      "Come along, I'll clue the wards to you and we'll get you set up with an ID so you can come and go as you please."

      They left David's laboratory and the witch took her hand. Sparks shot between their fingertips and an overwhelming feeling of comfort and well-being flooded her.

      "It's going to be okay, dearie. You'll see."

      "I wish I could do that. What a gift."

      "You can. I can teach you a few things. Daywalking Asakku have magic." Mrs. Westwood stopped and turned to look at her. "Didn't you know?"

      She shook her head. "You say that like there are more like me. I've never met one."

      "There are many like you, but none who would dare approach you. They don't want to draw Tirigan's wrath. Not many could stand against him."

      "You know a lot about my family."

      "I'm a lot older than I look." The kindly grandmother's face was gone, and in its place was a young woman, but then that too vanished and she was again the crone. "Magic is good for that, too."

      "I've not even been here a day and I've acquired teachers for magic and science."

      "The two things aren't so different. Many things that are science now were thought to be magic when we were young. Who knows. Maybe, yet one day, even the magic in my veins will be distilled down to a science."

      "Is it weird that I think that would be both a miracle and a shame?"

      "Not at all, child."

      She was probably older than this witch, but she didn't feel the need to point it out. She liked this Mrs. Westwood and she liked the idea of having a witch who thought of her fondly.

      "So, I hear tell the boys think you smell like chocolate instead of death. I haven't asked David this, but I have to know." She leaned in for a conspiratorial whisper. "Do the boys smell like wet dogs to you? I've worked really hard to keep that pet smell out of Aphelion and that applies to vampire snouts, too. So tell me."

      She choked on her laughter. "Oh my god, no. I mean, I was surprised that they didn't. If I had known Parker was actually who he said he was... we wouldn't be in this predicament."

      "Good. Call me Eleanor." She linked arms with her. "Tell me, what did he smell like to you?"

      "Sunshine."

      Eleanor narrowed her eyes as if some devious plan had suddenly blossomed. "Good."

      Belle shivered. She got the impression that this witch was every bit as deadly, possibly more so, than any other supe she'd ever met.

      Except her father.

      But maybe there were things in the world that could give him a run for his money.

      Maybe even Belle herself.
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      Parker was getting married, but the wedding plans had fallen by the wayside.

      The last ten days had seen the war escalate, had brought a hunter to the door, the birth of seemingly invincible berserker werewolves, and it had seen Drew's mate, Emmie, taken, killed, and reborn again as something greater.

      Not to mention the Woolven heir, Drew's son.

      His world had been flipped on its ass and he had some idea of what Belle was going through.

      "I'm concerned," she said, over her breakfast of bloody beef liver, that actually had him licking his chops almost as much as the view of her cleavage. "That we haven't seen any threats. We haven't heard so much as a titter out of the vampires. Blake hasn't had any offers for my head, has he?"

      "If he has, none that he's shared with me." He stopped to consider. Would Blake tell him, or as Alpha, would he handle that himself? No, his brother was an Alpha, not an asshole. He had enough faith in his pack that he'd bring that to the table. "And he would tell us."

      "With Randi being pregnant, I'd understand if he didn't want this on his shoulders."

      She said it casually, as if they weren't talking about her life.

      "I told you before we started this. You're Woolven now. You mean as much to him as that baby. You're pack. My brother would never trade one for the other."

      "Oh, Parker." She put her fork down. "I'd never ask him to make that choice. You need to know that being pack, it means something to me, too. I may be cold-blooded and undead, but I've had a long life. Long enough that I know I've had more than my fair share. I wouldn't let a single one of you be hurt for me."

      "That's what pack means. Putting the whole above yourself. But it also means obeying your Alpha, which I think, for you, is going to be a problem." He knew it was inevitable, but he didn't want to think about the coming battle. The werewolf nations were still at war with one another and from what Warner said, it would get worse before it got better.

      "Just for me?" she quipped, giving him a knowing look.

      "Hey, I always do what my Alpha tells me. If not to the spirit, then to the letter." He grinned. "I know I'm a spoiled little shit, and I wouldn't change it for the world."

      Only there was a part of him that would. A part of him that wished he were stronger, harder, more Alpha. He needed to be, to be what Belle needed in the fight that was to come. He didn't want to fail her, or the pack.

      This time, he wouldn't be the devil may care little brother who had another affair with a virgin heiress from Monte Carlo that cost the company money. He'd be the weak link that would bring death and destruction to his pack.

      Growing up, he'd trained with Warner like his brothers and it wasn't that he hadn't taken it seriously... or maybe that was it. Maybe he'd never believed it would come to this. The werewolf nations were determined to be civilized. That was the point of the council.

      "I wouldn't either. I kind of like you the way you are." She grinned at him and took a drink of her bloody mary.

      She stretched then, arching her back and seeming to luxuriate in the sun. Her exposed neck made him think about the mark he'd put there several times, and the orgasm she achieved every time his teeth pierced her skin.

      His dick was at attention, but this wasn't the time, or the place. They had to get ready to head to St. Louis for the wedding.

      "How are your lessons with Westwood going? Can you make your clothes pack themselves yet?"

      She frowned. "No, not yet."

      Shit, it was worth a try.

      "But I can make you pack them for me."

      "Oh, how's that?" He raised a brow. Yeah, she totally could. If she asked him to pack her bag, he would. Because he'd been raised to be polite and really, what else did he have to do?

      She flashed him and laughed.

      "Newsflash. That's not going to motivate me to do anything except get you on your back. Which I pretty much want to do all the time. Or get me on my back, you can be on top. I'm not picky. When you're naked, I forget my name."

      She laughed again. "Will you? Pack my bag, I mean."

      "Of course I will."

      "Is this what it's like being mated?"

      Parker considered for a moment. "I'm not actually sure. I've never been mated. I could ask my brothers."

      "You don't have to do that. I'm just curious about all things werewolf now."

      "Speaking of, have you signed the prenup?"

      "Did it yesterday. Signed the magical one, too, that Westwood gave me."

      "Good girl." He hadn't signed it yet. Parker knew he should, but there was a definite end date to their union. Parker didn't know that he agreed with that.

      He knew that was dangerous territory, but his wolf wanted what it wanted. His human brain wasn't quite as sure. His human brain understood the logic and was prepared to sign, his wolf wouldn't let him.

      Inconvenient, that.

      "I didn't see your signature."

      "Nope. You didn't." He didn't want to talk about it anymore. So instead, he said, "Make a list of everything you want to bring. I'll pack your bag for you."

      "I was kidding, Parker. You don't have to do that."

      "I don't really do things I have to do, Belle. In case you haven't figured that out about me, yet."

      "Well, okay then. I guess since you're being so nice, I'll have to be nice to you." Her eyes went dark and predatory.

      Her smile? Razor sharp.

      She was suddenly on her knees, crawling toward him, and licking her lips.

      A lesser man, or wolf, might know a moment of fear seeing an ancient Asakku crawling toward him with hunger in her eyes.

      He pushed the table toward the balcony railing to make room for her and to give her unfettered access to whatever parts of him she planned on tasting.

      Her fingers made short work of his slacks and she freed his cock.

      "I don't think we have time for this."

      "Since you're doing my packing, we do."

      "I will do everything for you from now until forever if this is the reward."

      The tips of her fangs peeked out from beneath her lip and instead of inciting fear, it caused his cock to surge in anticipation.

      "You like biting me," she said, licking him. "Maybe I'm going to bite you, too."

      Parker knew a moment of fear, but it did nothing to diminish his lust. Fuck it. He'd try anything once. "You trusted my fangs both at your throat and between your legs. I'll give you the same."

      Her nails scored his thighs. "How much that turns me on should scare you, wolf."

      "The only thing I'm afraid of is losing you."

      She licked up and down the length of his shaft, her hand replacing her mouth as she moved to his femoral artery. Her sharp teeth pierced the flesh and he felt every pull of her mouth on that artery like it was on his cock. Every rush of blood into her hot mouth was like a tiny moment of orgasm.

      Culmination hovered, but he didn't want to surrender, not yet. They were just getting started. He tried thinking about other things, besides her mouth on his vein and her hand on his cock.

      Anything.

      Older Westwood naked.

      He wasn't against it.

      Her ex-husband she'd turned into a shit golem.

      No dice. It made it worse, actually. Gave him more of an edge of danger, because oh my goddess, what if she ever saw into his head. She'd murder him. String him up by his balls. Peel them like apples. He was going to say mandarin oranges, but his were definitely bigger. At least, metaphysically speaking.

      Thinking about being so close to the edge, he started humming Lady Gaga in his head, trying to remember all of the lyrics to "The Edge of Glory." Nah, nothing. Except closer to that edge.

      To those teeth.

      Yeah, that would do it.

      Her teeth that close to his dick... her teeth on his di--

      Goddamn it.

      He hit culmination way before he was ready, but it obviously pleased Belle. She grinned up at him and licked her lips.

      "See how nice I am?"

      "You're a filthy woman." He shook his head slowly. At least, that's what he thought he'd said. It might've been gibberish, for all he knew. He'd come so hard, he was sure he'd lost some brain cells, too.

      "Filthy? No, I cleaned it all up. I thought you wolves were in to tongue baths."

      His cock twitched again and he wasn't sure if it was agony or bliss. Whatever it was, he didn't care. He'd take as much of it as he could get.

      "You're going to get your own tongue bath when I can think straight."

      "Oh yeah? You think so?"

      A devilish gleam had come into her eyes.

      "You don't want a tongue bath?"

      "I think I want you to work for it."

      "I didn't already?"

      She laughed. "No, not nearly enough. I think you should chase me."

      And just like that, she jumped over the balcony and continued laughing when she hit the ground. "What are you waiting for, wolf? Catch me. If you can."

      She knew exactly which buttons to push and exactly how hard. He didn't even try to hold back. He Changed into his warrior form and followed suit. She headed for the line of trees toward the back of the property and he ran hard, gaining on her.

      Her scent never changed. It was chocolate and lust, perhaps tinged with adrenaline. But there was no fear, even though she pushed herself to her limits running from him.

      As he gained on her, he salivated at the thought of having her throat between his jaws again, his tongue on all of her pink parts. Best of all, she'd be thrashing beneath him while he wrought all the things in her she'd wrought in him.

      He ran her down hard, and when she was within reach, he pounced and they crashed to the ground.

      Parker didn't hold back, he let her see him as he was, in his full glory, but he Changed back to his human form once he'd caught her. He didn't want to take the chance that his venom would hurt her while he was in warrior form. It was one thing to bite her during sex, it was quite another to bite her while his adrenaline was high with the thrill of the chase.

      She spread her legs for him and he saw something that caused his beast to rumble with approval. The mark he'd put on her throat hadn't stayed, but the one on her inner thigh had.

      He was torn between rushing her straight back to David to make sure it hadn't damaged her, and reveling in the part where she was well and truly marked.

      He knew that there was a chance it could still heal, evidence of his mark wiped away, but damn if he didn't love seeing it there.

      "Are you going to stare at it or eat it?" she teased.

      "Eat it. Stare at it. Eat it some more."

      "Well, a girl can't argue with that. Or if she does, she's stupid."

      He dipped his head, loving that she tasted just like she smelled. Like chocolate and lust. He'd be content to lick her forever. Especially when she gasped and jumped like that. When she grabbed hold of his hair and pulled, demanded he increase the pressure and the pace. Parker kept doing exactly as he had been. This was where he held the keys to heaven, this was where he had the power, and he'd use it to take her higher than she'd ever been.

      "Parker, please!"

      He took his time, using all of his senses to drink her down. Not only the way she tasted, the way she smelled, the texture of her skin, the velvet heat... yeah. When she was gasping and begging, that was when he increased the speed and pressure of his tongue against her clit. It wasn't until she was crying out in a language unknown to him that he was even close to satisfied with a job well done.

      Because even after she hit her peak, he wanted to give her more. Wanted to keep that flush in her cheeks, that taste on his tongue. Parker eased back, but didn't stop working the engorged bud. She squirmed away, but he held her fast, and before long he had her growling at him.

      Fucking growling.

      His beast growled back.

      And she came again.

      He sprawled down next to her on the forest floor. "So that's what happens when you tease a werewolf."

      "Is that supposed to be a deterrent?" she gasped. "I'm going to tease you every day until..." She went quiet.

      He knew what she was going to say. She was going to tease him every day until this was over. Until she wasn't his anymore. Except she'd always be his.

      And he'd always be hers.

      That was the way of things with wolves.

      But not so with vampires, he knew. Parker realized that for the good of the pack, he'd need to speak with Blake about the plans he'd had to make when he realized Randi was his mate and she didn't want him.

      Parker wasn't as close to his wolf as his brothers were. He didn't despise it, or hate that part of himself, but he'd never much had to rely on it. He found it easier to navigate the world as a man. Some wolves would die without their mates and they were content to do so.

      That wasn't how Parker was wired. He didn't want to stop existing, stop living just because his mate didn't want him.

      He liked living. He liked all that the world still had to offer him, even if that part of him would be empty and dark.

      Maybe he'd change his mind when the sickness set in. Or maybe, like his uncle, he'd survive.

      Of course, he didn't want to be a bitter old grumpy fuck like Warner, but...

      "Sorry I ruined the mood," she said as the silent chasm between them grew.

      "Don't be sorry for the truth. We both knew this was temporary. It's not your fault my wolf doesn't understand that."

      "I meant what I said. I don't want you or your wolf to suffer because of me. How do we make it understand?" she asked.

      "We don't. I'll talk to Blake and to Westwood. I'll figure it out. I'm a man grown. I'll handle my shit."

      "Remember what you said about being alone? About how I didn't have to face everything alone? You don't either."

      "But I do." He touched her face softly. "You can't help because you're the problem." Parker pressed his lips to her forehead.

      "I knew this was a bad idea," she began.

      "No, this was the only way. It still is. Don't worry about me, Belle. This thing between us, it is what it is. It'll only be whatever it was meant to be and neither of us can make it anything else."

      "It's going to hurt," she whispered, looking up at him.

      He flashed her a forced smile. "Yeah, sometimes the best things do."
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      A vampire getting married on national television.

      She’d lost her mind.

      It was crazy, right?

      It was even crazier she was talking to herself.

      She looked at her reflection in the mirror. Yeah, that girl right there in the mirror was about to marry a billionaire werewolf in the Caramel Room at Bissinger’s.

      The plus side was all the chocolate.

      And Parker, a little voice in the back of her head whispered.

      She didn't want to hear anything that voice had to say. It spun tales of pretty castles in the clouds, princesses, and fables like forever.

      Nothing was forever.

      Except maybe her existence. That was close to forever.

      Bloody tears welled in her eyes and she swore to herself softly as they started to fall. That's all she needed was a blood-stained wedding dress.

      It really was a beautiful dress.

      "Are you crying?" A soft voice asked from the door.

      She looked up to see Blake's mate, Randi, standing there, her dress unzipped on the side.

      "Maybe." She sniffed. "A little."

      "What's wrong, honey?" Randi approached her with a tissue. "And you have to stop because if you cry, I'm going to cry. All I do is cry and pee and I haven't even gotten into the hard part of being pregnant." She rolled her eyes.

      "What's with the zipper?" She dabbed the blood away from her eyes. Belle hated that about crying. She didn't cry tears, she cried blood. Messy. Ugly. And harder to hide.

      "The thirty-four chocolates I ate from the truffle tower this morning." She sighed. "They were just really so good. Can you eat chocolate?"

      "I can eat most anything. Chocolate actually helps clean my system if I eat too much that doesn't agree with me. I prefer to stick with the beef liver and bloody marys, though."

      "If there is any chocolate left over from that tower, I expect you to jump on that grenade. My ass can't take any more and I'm really having a problem with impulse control. Apparently, it's a wolf thing. I don't know." She shrugged. "I'm new to all of this."

      "You're doing fine, Randi. Here, let me help."

      "God, I don't know if that's the best idea. I feel like two Holsteins have been shoved in a lace tube and they're fighting for freedom."

      Belle laughed. "Oh my god, you do not look like that at all. You look beautiful. I feel terrible I'm crashing your day."

      Randi waved a hand and popped one of the wedding chocolates that had been left on the dressing table in her mouth. "Look, I can't stop myself." Her eyes rolled in the back of her head. "Oh, so good. Take those away from me. Please?"

      "Not a chance. You'd bite me," Belle cackled.

      "You're right." She ate another one. "Fuck the dress. Fuck this whole stupid mess." She ate two more. "I just get everything shoveled in where it needs to go and then I have to pee and start all over again. " She finished chewing. "And don't worry about 'my day." She snorted. "I didn't want to do this dog and pony show to start with, but you know, it's good for the bottom line."

      "Is it really?" Belle asked. "It seems like all of this expense would be counter intuitive to the bottom line."

      "Woolven Industries stock has not only evened out, but it's climbing. It was up another five points this morning. It's exactly what we needed. So thank you."

      "Be careful," she blurted. "I know everyone has said now that I'm Parker's wife, I'm pack. And please don't be insulted." She did know that wolves were easy to offend if you impugned their strength or their loyalty.

      Randi's head cocked to the side in a very canine manner, as if she were scenting the air. Randi had seemed very much human when Belle had first met her, but now, all of her primal instincts had started to surface. "Why would I be offended?"

      "I'm not impugning your ability to defend yourself, I just know my father. You've all been so... honest and straightforward. Wolves are like that. Vampires are not."

      "Wolves are cunning, too. We use our honesty as a weapon."

      "Honesty will do nothing to save that babe in your belly." She swallowed hard and those tears welled again. The bastards. "If someone who was after me hurt you..." She couldn't bring herself to speak the rest of the words.

      "You've said this before, Belle." Randi nodded slowly. "And we appreciate where you're coming from, but you've said yourself you haven't spent much time with other supes."

      "Not since my father Turned Evgeni Kumarin."

      "It wasn't only the government SWAT team that dealt with Kumarin. I fought his pet berserker wolves to rescue my father. I came through that just fine, with this babe still intact." Her hand went to her belly. "I fought Kumarin's best. They lost."

      "Just promise me you'll be careful."

      Randi took her hands. "Only if you promise me the same. Blake tells me he's never seen Parker like this. If something happened to you, he'd never forgive himself." She gave Belle's cool hands a squeeze. "I don't think he'd survive it, if we're being honest."

      Something tightened around her heart. She didn't know emotions could feel like a fist. No, that was a lie, she knew it, she'd just chosen to forget.

      "This isn't a real marriage, Randi," she said, gently.

      "Maybe not to you, but it is to him."

      "That's not what we agreed."

      "When does the heart ever go along with the plan? I'd planned to bring down Woolven Industries. I considered killing Blake. Now, here I am marrying him and pregnant with his child. And I'm a fucking werewolf. Where was that in the plan? Nowhere, I'll tell you."

      She ate another piece of chocolate and growled low in her throat, her eyes amber.

      It looked good on her. Randi still glowed with health and life.

      "When I was a young girl in Ur, the women said if you were hungry all the time, it would be a girl."

      "Oh really? Why is that?"

      "You were feeding her to face a world where she would have to give and give, so you make her strong before she has to face it."

      "Sugar and spice and everything nice?" Randi picked up another piece of chocolate, inspected it, and put it down. "Okay, if I eat any more I'm going to hurl."

      "We'd be a pair, wouldn't we? Me with blood on my dress and you with vomit. Just another day in the Wonderful World of Woolven."

      "You know, don't even joke about that. That would happen to me." Randi nodded. "I just know I'm going to trip going up the aisle. Stupid investors. Stupid board. Stupid stock," she growled.

      "Randi, you look beautiful. You're not going to trip. You're not going to puke." She narrowed her eyes. "Well, if you stop now."

      "You don't understand. You were probably born graceful. Me? I trip up stairs."

      "I think everyone's done that at least once. The first time was on the temple steps when my father sent me to greet our supplicants." She sighed. "He ripped out all of their throats so none could report back I was anything less than a goddess on earth. But it wasn't the last time. I'm sure It'll happen to me again before this life is done with me."

      "Seriously? I wonder if that's a thing I can do. Can I legit kill everyone who has seen me make an ass out of myself?" Randi looked thoughtful.

      "I guess you can, I mean, there's no one to stop you. But is it worth it?"

      Randi grinned. "Maybe."

      "This is all going to be okay, you know."

      Randi's expression softened. "Yeah, it will."

      "Are you ready for me to zip you up? It's almost time for us to walk down the aisle."

      "I guess you better strap me in." She stood up.

      Belle made sure her hands were clean, no blood, and she zipped her up.

      "Can't breathe..." Randi wheezed.

      "You're fine. Just wait until you see what you look like."

      She took another gulpful of air. "So can you vampires do that look into my eyes thing?"

      "Sometimes?" She answered as if asking a question herself. "It depends on the person."

      "Do you think you could just hypnotize me to...."

      "Not a chance."

      "Why not?" Randi pouted.

      "Because you're going to remember this day for the rest of your life. I wouldn't take that from you."

      "Okay, you see the problem? If I bomb this... I'm going to remember it for the rest of my life. My humiliation in Dolby Surround Sound."

      "It's going to be fine. Really." Belle hoped she wasn't making promises she couldn't keep. "What did you expect? You're marrying a billionaire. Everyone wants to be you today. You're a princess."

      "Nah, I'm not the princess. Princesses wait to be saved. I'm the dragon." Randi took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

      "Are you really? Parker was telling me about the Drago Knights and--"

      Randi cackled. "No, not really. But you'll get to see them. They'll be accompanying the cars to our rendezvous point."

      "That's cool. I guess marrying Parker is worth it for the dragons."

      "Totally," Randi agreed easily. "That's why I'm doing it, too. The dragons."

      Eleanor Westwood suddenly appeared in a puff of smoke that smelled like hydrangeas, of all things. She too was eating wedding truffles. "Okay, my lovelies. What do you need from me to get this show on the road?"

      When neither of them responded, she spoke again. "This is a wedding. I know there is a last minute fire to put out somewhere."

      "No fires, yet." Belle was tentative. She was sure she was forgetting something and by the expression on Eleanor Westwood's face, she was sure of it, too.

      "Oh, I know." She nodded. "After the ceremony, before we go to the reception, we've set up a greeting line for the press. There will be a lot of pictures. I'm going to give you both a charm so that the flashes from the cameras don't blind you." Addressing Belle in particular she added, "You did say they already know you were with Parker, right?" Your family, I mean."

      She pressed her lips together and nodded, once again doubting the sanity of this plan.

      "Good. Are you two ready?"

      Randi nodded.

      Westwood whispered a few words and blew some powder from her outstretched palm into their faces.

      "It smells like lemonade." Randi blinked.

      "I've warded this place out the ass, but I couldn't ward it with the same parameters as I do Aphelion. People who mean you harm may enter, but if they move to act upon that harm, they'll be forcibly ejected."

      "Why not?" Randi asked. "I really prefer the idea of them exploding."

      "Yes, because we want random self-immolation caught on camera at your wedding. That's supposed to be a fairy tale happy ever after." She quirked a brow.

      Belle said, "Well, in the real versions of fairy tales, not those watered down kid's stories, bad things happen to bad people."

      "Not helping," Eleanor answered.

      Belle sighed. "You're right. I just like to be contrary."

      "You're going to fit in so well here." Eleanor put an arm around her shoulder. "Okay, one last check." She eyed them both up and down. "You both look perfect. Are you ready?"

      "No, it's dumb. But I think I'm going to cry again," Belle sniffed.

      Both women hugged her and that made it worse.

      "Well, we can't have that. A bloody-eyed Woolven bride." She snapped her fingers. "There. All fixed. It'll wear off in about six hours though. You should be in private with the family by then."

      "That's convenient. I like this magic thing."

      "I can teach you this. In fact, I already should have." Westwood shook her head. "I'm getting old and falling down on the job."

      Randi snorted. "As if."

      "Now, I think we're ready," Eleanor said.

      Just then, a knock sounded on the door and a brick dropped in Belle's gut. This was a done deal, she was just playing the part they'd asked of her. She and Parker were technically already married.

      This was just a dog and pony show for his company and her protection.

      But when Eleanor Westwood opened the door and Randi's father stood there in his tuxedo, looking every bit the proud Papa, she knew it meant more to her than that. More to her than she should let it.

      Something bright shone in David's eyes and the smile he had for Randi encompassed so much. She could see the emotions play on his face. The pride. The love. The joy. The sorrow that his little girl wasn't his anymore. A woman grown. Or maybe that was all in her imagination?

      Randi took his arm. "I love you, Dad."

      "I am so proud of the woman you've become." He kissed her cheek. "I love you more than I can say."

      "You say it all the time, Dad. With everything you do." She leaned her head on his shoulder.

      David held out his hand for Belle. "Coming?"

      She took his other arm and with a shaking hand. "I suppose I should."

      "Too late for cold feet now, you're already married," Randi teased.

      She walked in a fugue toward the long, red carpet that led to Parker.

      He was such a beautiful creature, she thought with a sigh. Every time she looked at him, it made her think of the sun. Of warmth. Of beautiful things that didn't have to end.

      The expression on his hard sculpted face was intense, but when he saw her, he smiled. Again, like the sun, he made her insides melt and she felt warm all over. That perfect bright smile was just for her. How had that happened?

      She gave him a shy smile in return, careful not to show any fang.

      He watched her, and only her, on the entirety of her descent down the red-carpeted aisle. For a moment, it was as if it was only the two of them in the room. There was no press hounding them, no business associates, not even David beside her, was real. They were all ethereal and fey, the only thing solid, the only thing real, was Parker Woolven waiting for her at the end of the gauntlet in all of his golden, shining glory.

      She realized they did make a beautiful couple. She'd chosen a blue Cinderella reproduction, mostly because the image consultant said it would market well, as Parker was in costume as well--Prince Charming.

      Randi and Blake had chosen Sleeping Beauty, and Randi's dress was a glorious shade of pink that instead of clashing with her fiery hair, made her look all the more beautiful.

      Yeah, this was a fairy tale.

      Up to and including the evil waiting to strike.

      But the voice that warned her of such things was faded and seemed so far away, because Parker was waiting for her.

      Golden Parker, with his heart on his sleeve and the intensity in his eyes. He was a Werewolf Ken doll, and it was just her luck she was no Barbie.
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      Parker hadn't expected to feel this wedding.

      He hadn't expected it to all be so real. Logically, in the back of his mind, he knew it was all a farce. That didn't stop his chest from swelling at the sight of her in that dress. Or his heart from racing while she walked down the aisle toward him.

      He kept thinking about his mark on her inner thigh. He wanted to know if it was still there. Needed it to be.

      She moved toward him, a dream.

      Belle seemed to be as caught up in the moment as he was. The contrast of the pale blue dress against her dusky skin made her seem to almost glow. Or maybe that was just her.

      He knew words came out of his mouth because eventually, the attendees clapped and he was told to kiss the bride.

      He knew it had to be dramatic. He knew this was a photo op. He knew that Woolven Industries’ bottom line needed this to be good.

      But mostly, none of that mattered because he got to kiss his mate.

      He didn't bother with a chaste kiss, a sealing of their vows. No, he did what he was good at. Sweeping women off their feet.

      He swept her up in his arms and kissed her like he was dying and she was the only one in the world who could save him.

      The crowd gasped and she curled her fingers around his neck and into his hair. When he broke the kiss and the photographer's flashes died away, he eased her back to her feet and then she did the most perfect thing.

      She flashed the crowd a shy smile. The smile of a woman who knew she was well-loved, and she waved.

      Everyone clapped and he couldn't resist hoisting her up and again and making a mad dash with her down the aisle as a thunderous applause greeted them.

      He took her straight to the staging room so they could both breathe before braving the greeting line outside.

      "You were amazing."

      "That whole stealing me away was pretty inspired. Every girl will wish she was me. You don't think Blake and Randi will be upset that we kind of upstaged them, do you?"

      "Not at all. I'm the baby brother. This is part of my charm. Randi prefers not to be the center of attention, if you couldn't tell."

      She nodded and pressed her lips together, as if she were trying to hold back something.

      "What is it? What's on your mind?" He still hadn't put her down. He wasn't going to unless she made him.

      "I was thinking about kissing you again."

      He tried examining that from every which way, but he couldn't see why it was a bad thing. "Where's the problem? We're supposed to be blissfully happy newlyweds. Even to the other wolves."

      "Yeah, you're right. But there's no one here now."

      "So it's just a bonus." He dipped his head toward hers.

      She met him halfway, and their mouths fused in a searing kiss. He was going to be walking around this reception with a serious hard on. He'd come to expect that was just life around Belle. Constant boner. There were worse things.

      Like facing Maribella.

      He hadn’t actually spoken with her about what had happened. She’d accepted her change in mates without complaint. She’d even told her father she was content with the arrangement. For all Parker knew, maybe she was.

      But he still owed her an apology.

      Well, he'd finally found his "boner killer."

      The idea that he'd actually caused her pain didn't sit well with him.

      "You ready for the reception?" he asked when they broke apart.

      "Not really, but the sooner we get to it, the sooner it's over, right?"

      "Right."

      "Have you spoken with Maribella?"

      "A few times. She's a little reserved, but nice."

      "I need to speak to her. To apologize."

      "You haven't done that yet? Are you kidding me? Correction. She's not just nice, she's a saint."

      "Yeah, I know. It's just with everything that happened with Emmie, we've been a little busy."

      "She understands, obviously. Do you really think your wedding is the best place to apologize?"

      "Yeah." He grinned. "She can't murder me here, if she's mad."

      Blake and Randi made their way into the room. "Ready to face the press?" Blake asked them.

      "Why not?" Parker shrugged.

      "Yeah, give them that bad boy grin." Belle shook her head, but she was smiling.

      After they emerged to the greeting line, he could tell Belle and Randi were uncomfortable with all the cameras in their faces and he fielded most of the questions.

      "Parker Woolven, now that you're married, what are you going to do next?" One of the reporters asked.

      "What else would a brat prince do except take his princess to Disney World?" He flashed them another one of his grins, just as his beautiful mate had instructed.

      "It was rumored you were engaged to be married to Maribella DeVaughn," another voice asked. All the reporters turned to the back of the crowd to see where the question had come from.

      A man stood there, looking pale and hungry. His dark hair slicked back with too much product. His eyes were hollow and too large for his face. Belle tensed next to him.

      "Maribella and I were introduced by our families," Parker began. "But once she met my uncle, I didn't have a chance."

      "Warner Woolven you're not," the man agreed.

      His devil-may-care casual persona didn't work on this man. His daggers were sharp and he had precision aim. Parker wouldn't let the stranger rattle him.

      "Of course I'm not. I haven't told you to get off my lawn, yet."

      The members of the press laughed and turned away from him, but Parker kept watching him and he smiled. It was the smile not unlike that of a kid who liked to pull wings off flies and set up magnifying glasses on anthills in the sun.

      "Belle was a waitress at The Greasy Lamb, is that right?" The man yelled above the din. "Did you hear it burned down a few days ago? Killed everyone inside."

      Belle was obviously stricken and Parker decided enough was enough. "What's your horse in this race? Why would you come to our wedding, the happiest day of our lives, and share news of such a tragedy unless you were trying to hurt my wife?"

      He just smiled again, and turned to walk away.

      Blake nodded to security who immediately flanked him.

      Belle put her hand to her mouth. "Oh my god," she whispered.

      "Shh," Blake said, both to comfort her and obviously to keep her from saying anything else the mics could pick up.

      "If you'll excuse us," Parker took her hand and led her back inside the staging room, away from the press. He knew his brother could handle it from there.

      "It's my fault," she said, once they were inside.

      "No, it's not your fault. Not unless you're the one who lit the match."

      "I may as well have."

      "No." He tilted her chin so she would look up at him. He wanted her to see the truth in his eyes. "You are only responsible for your own actions. Whoever set that fire and whoever ordered it done are the only ones who bear any blame. Don't let them lay that at your feet."

      "I knew I was putting them in danger by working there."

      "What are you supposed to do? Never work? Never live or experience anything?"

      "If it will save people, I guess so."

      "If you really felt that way, you wouldn't be here, now. You wouldn't have run. You'd have gone back to them."

      "I guess you're right. I want to feel that way. I want to say that I'd do anything... I want it to be true. I'm not a good person."

      "Yes, you are. I know you may not believe this, but I do know you. My monster knows your monster in a way the human part of our psyche can't understand. I know this won't give back what was taken, but I can use our army of lawyers to make sure the insurance pays out to the families of those people who were killed. And Woolven can sweeten the pot."

      "I guess you were right about money, too. It doesn't fix everything, but throwing money at a problem does make it easier to swallow."

      "It's your money, now, too. Would it make you feel better to write the check yourself?"

      "No. It would make me feel better to rip that guy's arms off and shove them up his ass." She said it with all seriousness.

      "That can actually be arranged."

      "Won't that cause problems if a member of the press just disappeared after pissing me off at my wedding?"

      "I think we both know he wasn't press."

      She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. "I'm getting slow and too complacent. He was off to me, but he didn't have that vampire taint humans get when they're cattle or blood slaves. I missed it."

      "Maybe he's something else. Doesn't matter. We'll figure out how to make him suffer. If you want him to pay, I will deliver."

      "Parker, don't. Promise me you won't try to find him."

      "Sweetheart, I will never lie to you, so you have to know, that's not a promise I can make. Security will be acquiring certain things from him on his way out. A piece of his hair, the pheromone chemistry of his scent, and then enforcers from our pack will run him down and either bring him in for questioning, or they'll tear him apart."

      "You're as brutal as the Asakku," she said quietly.

      He got the idea she didn't mean it as a compliment or encouragement. "Yes, we are. How do you think we've survived so long? My brother became Alpha of this pack when he was nothing but a kid because of the brutalities of the world we live in. We protect the pack at all costs. That includes you."

      "I left the Asakku to get away from the killing."

      "Killing is who and what we are. We don't have to do it indiscriminately, but it's part of our DNA. You just said you wanted to tear that man's arms from his body."

      She flashed him a nasty look.

      "Hey, I'm not judging. I'm all for it. But you have to stop denying who and what you are."

      "You sound like my father."

      "Maybe that's something you should've listened to him on." Parker took a moment and breathed deep. He wasn't trying to wind her up, or make this worse. "Belle, you can accept who and what you are while still being true to who you want to be."

      "How do I do that?" she whispered.

      "There's a reason you're wired for violence. It's to protect yourself. Stop fighting it."

      "Have you stopped fighting it? I don't see you running the countryside eating flocks of sheep and shepherds when the moon is full."

      "That's the most ignorant thing you've ever said. Herds of cattle, not flocks of sheep. The wool gets stuck in my teeth," he snarked.

      She laughed. "Damn it, Parker. I'm upset. Don't make me laugh."

      "It's the best time to laugh." He kissed her forehead. "Have a little faith in me, okay? In us?"

      "This pretend us?"

      "No, not pretend us." He decided now was as good a time as any. He wasn't going to pretend anymore. "You may not feel for me what I feel for you, but my wolf says you're my mate. Do you know what that means for me?"

      "It's not--"

      "It is." He held up his hand. "I will live for you, I will die for you. My beast is wired to feed you, care for you, to protect you. Your lack of faith in him is a physical wound, more so than you not feeling the same way about me. I'll prove our worthiness to you, Belle. I swear it."

      "Don't say that."

      "Why not?" His tone had gone cold, and he didn't mean to distance himself from her, but he had to protect himself. At least a little bit. She'd flayed him open and bleeding.

      "Because someone else said that to me once. I believed him. I trusted him. Now, he's a monster."

      "We're all monsters, Belle."

      "No, Evgeni Kumarin wasn't always a monster. There was a time when he was a scholar. A healer. A gentle soul. He loved me and I loved him. He thought he could free me from the Asakku, too." She bit her lip and sniffed. "You'll have to remind me to thank Eleanor for this spell. Otherwise, there'd be blood all over my face and my dress from my tears."

      Parker couldn't imagine shedding a single shit, let alone a tear, over Kumarin, but the emotion roiling through his mate was real and it was tearing her up.

      He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. "I swear to you, this will all be okay. I will make it okay."

      "Don't go after him alone, Parker. Please, swear it to me."

      He searched her eyes for a long moment, the vow she wanted on the tip of his tongue, but he wouldn't bind himself. There were so many circumstances that could lead to him needing to run this guy down and there was a chance he'd have to do it alone. Parker wouldn't be sidelined from his duty.

      "I can't, but I'll give you this. I won't leave our wedding to do it. And I won't do it unless there's no other choice."

      That seemed to mollify her for the moment. "I can accept that. Thank you." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "So are we really going to Disney World?"

      "We can go wherever you like, but you'll be safest, we'll all be safest, at Aphelion."

      “You’re right. It would be dumb to go where we just told them we’d be. I mean, while we’re trying not to die.”

      “Do you actually want to go to Disney?”

      “Um, hell yes?”

      “When this all over, I’ll take you to Disney. We’ll rent the whole park for the day.”

      She laughed. “You don’t have to do that. That would be ridiculous. I want the whole experience. Sweaty masses of humanity with bawling kids and all.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “I mean, I guess if you really want it…”

      “I do, Parker. I really do.”

      “Done.” He kissed the top of her head. “Remember what I said.”

      “Which thing?”

      “All of them, of course.”

      “You might be sorry you said that.”

      “Yeah, I already am, mostly.” He brushed his lips against hers again. “I need to go speak to Maribella. Are you okay here for a few?”

      “Yeah. As long as you’re just going to talk to Maribella and you’re not chasing after Shitty McShitface.”

      He laughed. “No, I promised I wouldn’t leave our wedding for that. And I won’t.”

      “Then I’m fine. Your conversation with Maribella is long overdue.”

      “I’ll meet you at the main table in time for cake?”

      “Definitely.”

      He headed out with the rest of the guests and when he spotted Maribella, Warner was nowhere in sight. His uncle was probably prowling the perimeter. Maribella was sipping a flute of champagne and watching the display around her without a seeming care in the world.

      In that, he and Maribella were alike. They’d both accustomed themselves to certain things and were determined not to show the rest of the world they’d been affected.

      “Hey, can I talk to you for a moment?”

      She quirked a brow. “Sure, nephew.”

      So that was how she was going to play it. “You want me to call you Auntie?” Parker couldn’t quite get a read on her. He wasn’t sure if he could or should joke with her, yet. Eventually, it was a matter of percentages, because he couldn’t help who he was, but he could strive to put her feelings first. At least today.

      She held up the glass in a toast. “It’s what I am, right?”

      She didn’t sound bitter, but she didn’t sound too happy about it, either.

      “It is.” He met her eyes. “Talking with Belle earlier, I realized that we never had a discussion about our circumstances.”

      “You don’t have to worry, Parker. I told my father I was happy with my situation and I’m well taken care of.”

      “I know, but you deserve an apology. You deserve to know that what happened was an accident, but she is my mate.”

      She took a sip of her champagne. “Your true mate? Your One?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m really happy for you, Parker. That doesn’t often happen with our kind anymore and for you to have found her…” She sighed. “I’m just glad you found her before we were mated. That would’ve been messy.”

      “Thank you for understanding. I know Warner wasn’t what you were expecting, but he’s a solid wolf. He’ll be good to you.”

      “If we’re being honest, I don’t mind him.”

      “I guess that’s a good thing.” Parker realized he wanted more for his uncle and more for Maribella than “not minding” each other. Except it was a very real fate that a lot of their kind had to endure.

      “It really is.” She finished her champagne. “I think we might actually be a better match than you and I. Over these last few days, I’ve realized that you and I are more alike than is probably healthy for any relationship.”

      He gave her a genuine smile. “You’re right about that. We’d have gotten along okay, though. I wasn’t opposed to marrying you, you know. When I went to Vegas, it was to find you and do my duty.”

      “Except you got shitfaced and married a waitress named Belle. Who is perfectly lovely. I like her a lot.” A mischievous grin curved her mouth. “And she makes my nephew happy.”

      “I hope you and Warner can be happy.”

      “Me too. I’m going to try.”

      “Can I ask you something personal?”

      “Why not?” She grabbed another flute of champagne off a passing tray and took a sip.

      “You seem to be much like me in a lot of ways. Closer to your humanity than your beast. Were you bothered that he ‘kidnapped’ you like wolves used to do to their mates?”

      “I was startled, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like it. I think while our humanities are kindred spirits, Warner’s wolf and mine are.”

      “Perhaps you’re his true mate. His One.”

      “Doubtful. He told me even as he was marking me that he’d only ever love your mother.”

      Parker snorted. “Yeah, he was probably just telling himself that.”

      “It’s okay either way. I knew to expect an arranged mating. This is my pack now.”

      Parker leaned forward and impulsively kissed her cheek. “It is. Forever and always, Maribella. You belong to us and we belong to you.”

      “Thank the goddess for that. It was you or Remus.”

      “I still wonder why your father chose us. Especially since he chose Remus in the war.”

      “Siding with Remus was calling in a chip. He didn’t want to, but he didn’t have a choice. He sent me here because he knew I’d be safest with Woolven.”

      Parker tried to imagine being forced to make that choice for someone he loved. For his own child. It made him even more thankful he wasn’t the Alpha. “I’m sorry you didn’t get the big wedding.”

      “I’ve realized I don’t really need it. Since you asked me something personal, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’d like to get to know Warner better. Any hints on how to do that? I think we got off on the wrong paw.”

      “Oh yeah?” He couldn’t help the smirk. Warner was prickly, but he needed a mate who could give him what for. He hadn’t thought Maribella was that she-wolf, but just maybe she was.

      “He said I was too pretty to be useful. I told him he was too old and ugly. I didn’t mean it. I know I can say I’m sorry, but those are just words.”

      “So were the daggers you threw. I’m sure he’s over it.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Go to his level. I know he doesn’t spend any time as a man at his cabin.”

      “He prowls the woods in his wolf form most of the time. He checks on me, makes sure I have everything I need, but it’s like having a babysitter instead of a mate and I’m pretty much over that.”

      “I would be, too. So you know what you have to do.”

      She downed the champagne. “Give up the champagne and diamonds and run around naked in the mud and trees. Got it.”

      “Or continue with things the way they are.”

      “Like I said, Parker. That’s no way to live. I thought about moving back into the main house, but that would put even more distance between us.”

      “Do you want to be a true mate to Warner?”

      “Even if we don’t belong together we can at least try to have a good life, right?”

      “Have you said this to him?”

      “Not yet. We don’t really talk much.”

      “Maybe you should. After you tell him he’s not so old and not so ugly.”

      “He’s really not either of those things, I’m just a bitch.”

      “An Alpha bitch who isn’t going to take any shit.” Parker was hit with inspiration. “In case you didn’t know, Warner could’ve been Alpha.”

      “What do you mean?” Her eyes narrowed.

      “His brother needed it more than he did. Warner chose to be Beta to my father.”

      “That makes so much sense.”

      “Forewarned is forearmed, my dear.” Parker had the feeling he’d just loosed a world of shit on his uncle and he couldn’t be happier about it.

      “He won’t thank you for telling me.”

      “Yeah, Blake didn’t thank me for arming Randi to the teeth with silver weapons, either. But now look at them.” He shrugged. “I should get to the table.” Parker looked at her empty glass. “And get you some more champagne.”

      “I drink it like water. So I wouldn’t mind if you sent me a bottle. I especially like it when the bubbles tickle my snout. That’s how my father used to get me to change to warrior form when I was child. Bowls of champagne, because I liked the tickles.”

      “You’re lucky. Westwood would just beat us with sticks.”

      “Really?”

      “No. Well, Drew, sometimes. When he’d snap at her. We all actually live in fear of her,” Parker confessed.

      “Even Warner?”

      “Maybe not Warner. If so, he doesn’t show it.” He saw his bride waiting for him at the table and it was getting close to time for the toast. Then he could spirit her away back to Aphelion.

      Back to safety.

      Back to his bed.

      “Your bride is waiting.”

      “See you back at the house.” He squeezed her arm in a gesture of affection and turned toward Belle.

      He fixed a smile on his face for the cameras and approached the table.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      Belle was exhausted.

      She hadn't dealt with that many people in one place in a long time. Remembering everyone's names and faces, if they were friendlies or foes... It was all so much.

      Parker seemed to be completely at home under the scrutiny.

      Belle remembered the hotel room, where he'd casually walked, cock in plain view, toward the window where he'd closed the drapes. He'd acted as if nothing fazed him.

      She knew he took their situation seriously, but seeing him like this, so laidback and unimpressed, she had to remind herself that it was facade.

      That he was very aware of the danger they were all in.

      When they were finally in the limo, he said, "I've got a surprise for you."

      "Oh, yeah? What's that?"

      "We're not going back to Aphelion."

      "No? Where are we going?"

      "We're going to stay right here. There's a supernatural spa that caters to our sort downtown. Before we head back to Aphelion, you're going to get a spa day."

      "What? Really?"

      "Me too. We'll spend the night and then head back to Aphelion in the morning." He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. "You're getting the Bathory treatment."

      "The blood of a hundred virgins?"

      "All legally and humanely acquired. Your wedding present."

      "This is too surreal."

      "Would you rather just go to Aphelion?" he offered. "I know this must all be so overwhelming."

      "This spa is just the thing. I've been so out of touch with the supernatural world. I think I need it."

      "Good. Because after you get your Bathory treatment, and you've had a massage, and all the beef liver you can eat, I'm going to eat you." He snapped his teeth at her.

      Belle shivered with sensual delight. She couldn't and didn't want to say no. "Oh really? Well, Parker Woolven, what if I just eat you instead?"

      "Can't we do both?" He leaned in and nuzzled her neck.

      "Can we? I like that." Except she couldn't stop thinking about the blood slave she'd seen that day. That's what she assumed he was.

      He hadn't been a vampire, but he was sentient. He was obviously Asakku property and he'd been sent there to torment her.

      To warn her of what was going to happen to her, and to anyone that dared to help her. There was part of her that wanted to tear him to pieces. Part of her that wanted to unleash the pack on the bastard and send his entrails back to her father in a pretty pink box.

      Except that would make her just like him, wouldn't it?

      "Hey, gorgeous. Where'd you go?"

      "I was thinking about that man today. About The Greasy Lamb."

      "He'll be dealt with."

      "Will he?" she asked softly. "You must have considered he might've been sent to rile us up. To make us sloppy."

      "Of course he was, but that doesn't mean we'll let it go unanswered." He pulled her close. "There's plenty of time to think about war. For now, think about taking care of yourself."

      "Are you trying to spoil me?" She eyed him. "Because I like it. A woman could get used to this."

      "You should get used to it. No point in having money if you can't enjoy it."

      "I guess you're right about that." She settled against him and, in her head, time stopped. She burrowed into the moment, committed it to memory.

      Something told her in a quiet whisper that it was all about to come crashing down around them. If it had been that voice screaming in her head since the outset, she'd have ignored it. This was something different. Something that would not be ignored.

      It was as if every bit of sand through the hourglass was a razorblade slicing away this future she'd pretended she could have.

      She'd never be free of her father or the murder until she faced them both.

      But she wasn't ready.

      Running and hiding was what she did best.

      When they arrived at the spa, she was led to one room and he to another. Every part of her body vibrated with the wrongness of it, but she didn't listen. It wasn't telling her anything new.

      She went.

      Belle allowed herself to be led to the spa room, stripped and lowered into a blood bath. All of her cells were instantly rejuvenated and she was filled with all the joy and relief each donor felt when they'd been paid for their blood.

      This had cost him a pretty penny indeed.

      In the ancient days, before she'd known it was wrong to take blood without permission, before she'd known it came from living, thinking, feeling creatures, she'd demanded a blood bath once a week.

      And the citizens of Ur had only been too happy to provide it to keep the Asakku happy and out of their homes.

      "I knew your dog wouldn't be able to resist this," a voice said from the shadows.

      She struggled to get up, preparing to defend herself, but the dopamine in the blood was making her high. She felt too good, too languid to do anything but sit there and absorb more of the elixir.

      "What do you want?" she asked, her voice sounding not at all authoritarian.

      "You know what I want. What is it you're calling yourself now? Belle? Yes, you know what I'm after." He stepped from the shadows, a winged darkness.

      A demon.

      A devil.

      He was big, bigger than any mortal man. This creature who stood before her didn't seem as if he'd ever been human. Not with the mouth full of fangs and the flat, cold, reptilian-like hunger in his eyes as his gaze was drawn to the bath of blood.

      "Does it feel as good as it smells?" he asked, licking his lips.

      His skin was sallow and pale in the soft glow of the candles, the light playing across his sharp features like a scene in a shadow box.

      "Yes."

      "That doesn't quite fit with your no human blood lifestyle, now does it? Are you finally ready to come home?"

      "It's humanely harvested. The humans are paid for their blood. They're paid well." She licked her lips as more of their euphoria infused her.

      This vampire could rip her apart, and she couldn't bring herself to care. She was too stoned on blood and bliss.

      "Tirigan sends his love."

      Tirigan, her father, didn't know how to love. But she didn't say that. She wasn't going to debate the finer points of anything with this brick of undead flesh. "Was that all you wanted? To bring me my father's love?"

      "And a boon."

      "What's that?"

      "Come with me now and, hell, I'll even let you finish your blood bath. I'll take you back to Tirigan, and he'll let your pet mongrels live."

      She laughed. "Oh, I think we both know that's a lie."

      "He swears to Enki and Enlil."

      "I know his tricks. If I didn't see him swear—"

      "He will swear it before the full moon. As you, too, must swear to never leave him again. Otherwise, the Woolvens will suffer the same fate as those at The Greasy Lamb."

      Her emotions weren't her own, but she supposed that was a blessing. He couldn't use them against her.

      "Not a chance in hell."

      "He may just kill you, too. You've gone sour. Rotten."

      "Sour and rotten things don't walk in the sun."

      "Your little spa day just put you out of the sun for a year."

      Actually, it hadn't, but he didn't need to know that. As long as she didn't drink it... "Do you want some?" She held out her bloody hand to him.

      "I wasn't born or made yesterday, Princess."

      "I'm not a princess." She remembered what Randi had said about being the dragon. Belle wanted to be the dragon, too.

      So far, she was failing miserably.

      "I wouldn't know when you were born, or when you were made. I don't care." She closed her eyes and sank deeper into the bath. "Nothing about you means anything to me."

      "I just wonder, will you send your mutt after me?"

      "Why ever would I do that? You must've been born yesterday, because you don't listen. You think you're telling me something, and my words don't matter. A wise individual listens to what their enemy has to say."

      "Contrary to what you think, princess, I'm not your enemy. I only want to bring you home."

      "There you go, telling your version of the truth, as if mine doesn't matter. And you wonder why I think you're my enemy."

      "Vampires belong with their murder."

      "I'm not really a vampire anymore, am I? I'm something else. I always have been."

      "Come home, Belle."

      "I am home." Her words rang with truth and the bliss she was feeling wouldn't let her block it out or ignore it. Being with Parker, it was home in a way she'd never felt before. Not even when she was a little girl and had been brought before Tirigan. Not even when he proclaimed her his "daughter."

      He sighed. "Tirigan has shown you how far he will go. Do you really want to go to war against him?"

      "I've been at war with him since I was twenty."

      "I suppose you're right about that."

      "Why do you care anyway? What did he promise you if you got me to return home?"

      "You."

      She opened her eyes and looked at him. "See? There's the problem. He thinks he can just give me to someone like I'm property."

      "And yet, here I am, asking you to return with me."

      "It seems we’re at an impasse, then. I've said no, and I'm not going to change my mind."

      "I think you might. There's a storm coming, princess. Only you can hold the tide back from your precious Woolvens."

      "You act as if they have no defenses."

      "They have none against Tirigan."

      "I guess he shall see." The good feelings were fading quickly as the blood lost its potency.

      "So shall you." He eased back into the shadows, seeming to melt into a dense, dark fog.

      Damn it, she wished she could do that. Maybe Westwood could teach her the fog. Or the even the wolf.

      If she could learn to shapeshift into a wolf, she could run with Parker.

      She suddenly realized that the fog hadn't yet begun to dissipate. It was still there and it was creeping in thick, smoky tendrils toward her.

      Holding out her hand, she tried to conjure a spell she and Eleanor had been working on. It was her first. She wasn't even sure she could do it.

      Or should do it.

      But it was the only one she knew, and she wasn't going to let Tirigan's henchman intimidate her, or put his smoky fingers wherever he wanted with impunity.

      Small bits of light sparked in her open palm, but it was nothing like what she needed to banish the encroaching darkness.

      She pulled from all the places Westwood had taught her. From the light she imagined to be inside of herself, to the power of the blood coursing through her veins.

      Belle got only sparks until she thought of Parker. The way he reminded her of the sun.

      How golden and warm he was.

      The taste of his blood on her tongue.

      His scent.

      The way she felt in his arms.

      The golden orb exploded in her palm, searing her hand, but best of all, burning away the darkness.

      A shriek that sounded like it'd been ripped straight out of hell echoed through the room, causing her eardrums to rupture and blood poured out of her ears, but she didn't even feel the pain. She was still a little stoned on the blood, and her joy at having protected herself from the Asakku was worth it.

      She hadn't run.

      There'd been nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. She'd had to face him.

      And she'd won.

      She dipped her hand into the bath and watched the scorch marks heal.

      The splintering of the door ripped her out of the strange cocoon and Parker stood there in the full glory of his warrior form.

      She could hear the rushing of his blood through his veins, the pounding of his heart in his chest as he prepared to do battle. She could even smell the venom that dripped from his fanged maw.

      He was terrible.

      He was horrifically beautiful.

      And he was hers.

      When he turned his full attention on her, she couldn't help but feel like prey. If she didn't know he was still inside of the monster, that it was still Parker, she might've been a little bit afraid.

      Then she noticed the blood dribbling from his ears. The shriek had wounded him as well.

      "I'm okay," she said.

      His eyes were still wild and he opened his muzzle and roared with a ferocity that shook the whole building.

      "I'm safe," she said again.

      He reached down with his giant claws and plucked her from the bath, holding her high and nosing all over her body. Obviously searching her for some damage, some wound.

      She reached out tentative fingers and pushed her hands through his pelt. His fur was like raw silk.

      Belle loved how strong he was, how he held her aloft with no effort. She was entranced by the way his fur felt against her nakedness. And she didn't know if it was leftover pleasure from the endorphins in the bath, or if she was actually considering asking this angry werewolf to fuck her against the wall because it was the best thing she could imagine.

      He pressed her against the wall and froze. His head cocked to the side and he lifted his snout to scent the air.

      There was a question in his eyes. The rage was gone.

      She forgot he could smell her desire.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. "Oh yeah, baby."

      His cock was already hard, nudging at her opening and she was torn between being impressed and a little intimidated. All of Parker's body, she could say with authority, got bigger when he was Changed into warrior form.

      All. Of. It.

      Parker was pretty strapped to begin with, and this was inhuman.

      Of course, so was she.

      She dug her nails into his shoulders, and he didn't need any further invitation. He pushed into her, and she knew a moment of bliss so pure, so right, that it obliterated all other sensation. It was even better than the blood.

      His tongue was rough and warm as he licked the blood from her skin. A low growl started in the back of his throat that she'd come to identify as a kind of purr.

      Holy gods above, and devils below, but that werewolf tongue on her nipples was going to make her come before his cock could.

      "Parker," she cried, her nails digging into his flesh.

      His claws scored her hips, but she didn't care. His momentum was frenzied and every thrust hit the core of her, sending pleasure radiating in shivering spirals through her body.

      "Fly with me," she whispered. They were both so close.

      With another roar, his jaws closed around her throat.

      It was unlike anything she'd ever experienced. It was nothing like the other times he'd bitten her. It was a thousand times more potent. This time, she could feel his venom penetrating her skin, mingling with her blood, and she wanted it. She wanted everything he could give her.

      She didn't care if it was poison, she didn't care if his bite scarred—no, she wanted it to. She wanted his mark on her throat always and forever.

      And she wanted to mark him the same.

      Her fangs descended and she tore into the soft place where his neck met his shoulder. She bit down hard and tasted his blood—just like drinking sweet sunshine.

      His muscles seemed to all flex at once, pushing more of his pulsing blood into her mouth. She was flooded with his memories, his hopes, his dreams, and his emotion. She was filling up with everything Parker.

      As the sensations and bliss ebbed, Parker slowly regained his human form. His face was covered in a fine sheen of sweat, his hair was damp, and he leaned his forehead against hers.

      She was just as drained and overwhelmed, but content somehow, too.

      They shared a long moment of silence, just looking into each other's eyes. When she thought it was finally going to be too much, he smiled.

      Belle couldn't help but think again, of all the treasures she'd seen in the world, none were as beautiful as Parker Woolven.

      "I think that's going to stick," he said, and pressed his lips to the mark on her neck.

      She shivered. "Wow, that's even more sensitive. I thought scar tissue was supposed to be—"

      He grazed his fingers over it and she felt it all the way to her clit.

      "Gods, don't do that."

      "No?" His fingers crept closer to it and the heat of his touch was a brand.

      "Okay, do it again," she purred.

      He closed his mouth over the mark and sucked.

      Another orgasm rolled over in fire and brimstone.

      "So I may actually die," she gasped.

      "Well, I can't have that." He pulled back and studied her face. "What happened? I heard a scream and then suddenly I'm in my warrior form trying to fuck you through the wall."

      "The Asakku knew I was here."

      "How?"

      She shrugged and shook her head. "Who knows. It doesn't matter. I used some of the magic Westwood has been teaching me and I hurt him. I saved myself."

      "I'm torn between hoping you turned that fucker to dust and wishing he and I could've had a conversation."

      "A conversation?" Panic clawed at her throat.

      "Yeah, a conversation."

      "What, where you tell him to back off or else?" She snorted, trying to be calm. It wasn't that she didn't believe in Parker; he was strong. But the Asakku were old and powerful.

      "No. Where Westwood and I peel his skin from his meat while he tells us everything we want to know. One where true death is actually a gift."

      She shivered and she didn't know if it was with fear, lust, or delight. Maybe a combination of all three.

      Parker was right. She did have a monster inside of her. Maybe that's what she'd been running from all these years. Not just Tirigan.

      But herself.

      "I'm going to put in a call to the security team. They should've seen something. I'm going to do some quick recon and I'll be back."

      That panic she'd managed to quell surged. "No, let's just leave, okay? Let's go to Aphelion."

      "Belle, I'm not fleeing a city because there are some vampires here. Trust me to protect you."

      "I am. Take me home. Take me to Aphelion," she pleaded.

      "I will. After I make sure it's safe."

      "We both know it's not."

      "Then come with me."

      "What? Are you serious?"

      "Deadly. You don't feel it's safe. You're my mate. Come protect me."

      "No Alpha-growly bullshit about how my place is inside, where it’s safe?"

      "It's obviously not. There was an intruder. Which you handled." He shrugged. "I guess it's a good thing I'm not an Alpha."

      There was a tinge to his voice that echoed with... it wasn't bitterness, exactly. Maybe it was shame. She didn't know what he had to be ashamed of. It wasn't as if anyone could stand alone against a murder of Asakku.

      "Let's put on some clothes, and I'll go with you."

      "That might be on my list of reasons to kill the fucker. He made you put on clothes." He growled.

      "You know, I liked that roar earlier. Total fear boner."

      And to her absolute delight, Parker blushed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    
    
      Parker had no problem with Belle coming with him on his little recon mission.

      She was a powerful supe in her own right, and he certainly wasn't going to tell her what she could or couldn't do.

      It didn't make him feel like less of a wolf, either. Mates were supposed to care for each other.

      However, what did make him feel like less of a wolf was that she didn't believe he could help her. She wanted him to cower and hide. Parker wasn't stupid, he had no problem with retreat to live and fight another day.

      But there were times when the only option was to fight.

      They were coming for her, and he knew they were going to come hard. It was his responsibility to get whatever information he could to Blake so he could best defend the pack and the company.

      While he waited for Belle to dress, he called Ondrej Tatsu, Alpha and club president of the Drago Knights MC. They were heading up the mobile security team who'd be escorting the Woolven limos.

      "What's happened?" Ondrej didn't pull any punches.

      "Asakku blood slaves infiltrated the spa."

      "Motherfucker. I had guys on the rooftops and inside. I don't know how he got in."

      "Magic. He turned himself to smoke."

      "Is your mate okay?"

      "Belle fried his ass, but there are bound to be more in the area. I'm sure it was a plot to draw us out."

      "If you have your witch with you, and she can hide us from mortal eyes, my dragons can do aerial."

      "I think our best bet is to capture one or two of them and take them somewhere private for questioning."

      "Ah, meaning you'll be on the ground and you want us to snatch whatever comes at you?"

      "Basically. I'll be out the back entrance toward the alley in five. I'll have Belle with me."

      "I don't suppose it would do any good to ask if we could escort Mrs. Woolven to the car?"

      "Not a single bit."

      "Figured. I'll get my men in place."

      Parker hung up.

      "Were those the dragons you were telling me about?" Belle asked.

      "Yeah. They'll be waiting."

      "I still haven't gotten to see one all dragon-y with scales and fire."

      "You might today." He pulled her against him. "But that would be very bad. I know that you understand hiding the truth from mortals, but the supe world is very different than from when you were young. In your youth, you didn't hide what you were. But now, we all do. And we all must. Humans who've seen us must either be made to forget, eliminated, or Turned. It's the only thing that protects us all."

      "This is your way of telling me that you won't Change in the middle of the street. No matter what happens."

      "We can't show what we are. So you have to keep yourself safe. Because I'd break that for you. I'd pay with my life, but I'd do it."

      "Parker, I wouldn't want you to." She sounded horrified.

      "That doesn't exactly figure into it. It's primal. It's instinct. There's no logic anymore. The humanity takes a backseat."

      She searched his eyes for a long moment. "Do you want me to wait here?"

      "I'd prefer it if you were waiting in the limo, yes."

      She studied him for a moment longer. "Okay."

      "Really?" He was surprised.

      "Of course. I don't have anything to prove. If this is what helps you do what needs done, I'll do it. If this is how I can best protect you and myself, I'll do it."

      "Thank the goddess." He leaned forward and brushed his lips against her forehead. "I'll join you shortly."

      He texted Ondrej. Have Imre escort her to the limo.

      Done.

      Relief flooded him, and he headed down the stairs toward the back of the spa and the employee entrance.

      A myriad of scents assaulted him once he was on the street. The most prominent was the stench of death and decay. Something rotten. Walking corpses.

      These were low level Asakku blood slaves. Nothing like the creature that had been waiting for Belle.

      "Fetch, doggie." A deep voice emanated from below a grate in the street.

      "Why don't you come up here and play?"

      "I will. As soon as the sun finishes setting. You should run, baby Woolven. Run as fast as your puppy legs will carry you. Back to Aphelion and your witch. That's all that will save you."

      Parker's ears twitched as he caught some sound beyond the alley. Movement. A slow shuffling. He lifted his nose to the air and the scent was almost overwhelming, but that was from the dead thing below. Not whatever waited in the alley.

      "That's not for you, Baby Woolven. I'm for you. Come closer," the voice said. "Come and see."

      Yeah, fuck that. "No thanks."

      "You married my daughter. The least you can do is say hello."

      Tirigan? Something cold splashed down his spine. He didn't know if it was awareness, or dread. Or something else altogether.

      "The least I could do? The least you could do is allow her to live the life she's chosen without slaughtering everyone who offers her kindness."

      "I've never been one to do the least, puppy." A horrible laugh echoed up through the vents.

      Suddenly, the sky turned black with fat, puffy, dark clouds that looked like burning marshmallows. "I think it's going to storm," he said with a sound that Parker was sure was supposed to be a laugh, but sounded more like gargling with broken glass.

      Strangely tan, yet sallow, fingers wrapped around the grate and popped it from the cement like a puzzle piece.

      Tirigan emerged slowly, and to Parker, it seemed like an unseen hand pulling a long, skinny grub out of the dirt.

      He was tall, and lean, rangy. His fingernails were black and thick, like talons. He wore a black t-shirt and jeans, which seemed to be completely at odds with what he knew about his age. Yeah, leave it to Parker to decide a dude wearing jeans was odd, but not the fact that he'd turned a sunny day to black and crawled out of the damn sewer like something from a Stephen King novel.

      Goddess, his eyes were the most horrible.

      They were red as blood. Or perhaps that was with blood?

      Everything about him was wrong. In the stories mortals told each other, they whispered about the wrongness of supes. How they seemed out of place to humans. Something other. Parker had never known that feeling. Not in all the different kinds of beings he'd met. Not fairies, or sidhe…not even ghosts affected him like Tirigan of the Asakku.

      Perhaps he was, in fact, a blood demon. Or a god.

      But he kept his spine straight and his shoulders square. He wouldn't run. He wouldn't embarrass the pack or himself.

      He understood why Belle wanted to run. Something about Tirigan triggered his primal fear switch, and his beast was torn between fight or flight.

      No, that wasn't true.

      It was his humanity that made him want to stay and fight. His beast was smarter.

      Tirigan approached him, nostrils flaring as he scented the air. "Can you smell them?"

      "Your get waiting for me?"

      A smile curved his mouth and revealed the maw of blades. "My get? No, those aren't mine. The silver. They're hunters, afraid this war between the nations will spill out onto their streets. They're here to take you down, Parker Woolven."

      Parker had begun to sweat, fighting to hold his beast at bay.

      "Do you want to Change now, boy? Are you fighting it?" Tirigan seemed amused. "Perhaps you have some sense after all."

      His claws elongated and pierced the palms of his hands.

      Tirigan lifted his nose again. "Ah, blood. Will you gift it to me, son-in-law? A bride price?"

      "No."

      "Why not?"

      He'd expected him to attack instead of having a conversation. But here he was, speaking with the oldest vampire on the earth, refusing the creature his blood.

      "Because Belle isn't property. I won't pay any price for her, because she can't be bought or sold."

      "Interesting to hear from a werewolf. Aren't all you dogs about pissing all over your territory? Marking it?"

      He couldn't argue with that, so he shrugged.

      Tirigan leaned ever closer. "Not even a taste to earn my goodwill? No? Surely you see where this going? Give me a taste, or I'll take it all."

      "You'll do what you want whether I give you my blood or not. I'll earn more of your goodwill by standing my ground."

      "You think so?" Tirigan eyed him hard and the lightning cracked overhead. "You may be right about that." A purple light emanated from the alleyway and it drew his attention, his eyes darting toward it. "It seems our hunters aren't just here for you. It seems they're here for me, too." He laughed, and the sound was just as horrible as the first time Parker heard it.

      "Peter Breslin might be worth your attention," Parker offered.

      "The hunter? Bah."

      "He's been Changed and infected. He's unkillable. Immune to silver."

      "That would help you, wouldn't it, if I took care of that for you?” He seemed to pause to consider. “What will you do for me?"

      The purple light grew in intensity. "Anything but what you really want, I suppose."

      Tirigan eyed him. "It seems we're at an impasse, doesn't it? I want my daughter."

      "Have you tried asking her? Have you tried accepting her for who she is?"

      Tirigan roared, the sound as loud as any bellow of a werewolf. "She has not accepted who she is."

      Parker maintained his cool. "You're right about that."

      "Excuse me, what?"

      "I said you're right. But it's not for either of us to tell her who she is. It's for her to tell us."

      "I'd planned to gut you, boy. To wear your entrails around my neck and your head mounted on the hood of my Bentley." He let the statement hang without further explanation.

      "I suppose you could try. You'd likely succeed, but what does that have to do with anything?" Parker saw no point in lying about the odds. They both knew what they were.

      "I enjoy you, for the moment. Just when I think there is nothing new under this sun, or moon, as the case happens to be, then I meet you.”

      Parker wasn't sure how to respond to that, so he didn't.

      "I'll have my child back."

      "She's not a child. Hasn't been for a long time." Except, even as Parker said the words, he knew they weren't completely true. There was still something very innocent about Belle. It wasn't just that she didn't know how the supe world worked. There was a sweetness about her that needed protecting.

      "You see it, don't you?" Tirigan asked softly.

      "Here's what I don't understand. If you want to protect her, how does forcing her to be something she's not save that innocence?"

      "It doesn't. That's the point, wolf. I need to make her strong. So she can not only survive the horrors of this world, but thrive."

      "Why can't she do it in her own way?"

      Tirigan cocked his head to the side. "But she isn't, is she? She's running."

      "Yeah, I'd run if I were her, too." He thought about what Blake would do if he stopped eating meat and stopped Turning. It wouldn't be anything like Tirigan.

      "I don't think you would."

      He wasn't going to argue about it. Instead, he said, "If all you want is what's best for Belle, then why did you slaughter everyone at The Greasy Lamb?"

      "Hunters. These same hunters in the alleyway who are coming for us both. They'd been watching her. Did she really think after all these years, I didn't know where she was? Me? I've always known and I let her run, but now it's time to come home. It's time to let me make her strong."

      He could see the wisdom in Tirigan's words. He understood the bonds of family, but he also knew that Belle was terrified of him and that this was her choice.

      "Do you have proof I can show her about The Lamb?"

      Tirigan narrowed his eyes. "Have I swayed you, then, without blood?"

      "It's not for me to be swayed. I keep telling you that."

      "Bah, you Betas are the worst. An Alpha would say yea or nay and be done."

      He shook his head. "No, Blake would tell you the same thing. As would his Beta. I'm neither, so I suppose I am the very worst."

      Tirigan snorted. "She's the future leader of the Asakku murder, and she married a puppy." Tirigan rolled his eyes. "Literally."

      "It is what it is. Now, about that proof... if you want Belle to speak with you, that would go a long way toward it."

      "A dog with a bone." He shook his head.

      Parker laughed. "Okay, that was funny." Of course, if Tirigan knew to which bone Parker was referring, that might not go over so well, considering it was in reference to his daughter.

      Tirigan narrowed his eyes.

      Maybe he did know.

      "I have proof. Surveillance video. Bank statements. The owner of that place sold her to the hunters. He's lucky I let him die so easily. I was going to take him back to Dubai and make him an exhibition in my menagerie where my inquisitors practice the art of flaying. I could keep him alive and without skin indefinitely."

      Parker was torn. Part of him was revolted by the idea, but his beast thought it was work well done, if in fact, the fucker had done as Tirigan said and sold Belle.

      "She'll appreciate your mercy, I'm sure. Why don't you messenger your proof to Aphelion for Belle to look at. And an invitation to meet."

      "What?" Tirigan wrinkled his nose.

      "An invitation. You know, how you ask someone to meet you? Share a meal—er, maybe not a meal. A public place. And your promise that she's free to leave whenever and however she likes."

      The expression on Tirigan's face was as if he'd just smelled something rather disgusting. "Ask? Asking is not for gods."

      "Maybe not. But asking is for Belle."

      "I've decided I definitely don't like you." Tirigan grumbled.

      "That's too bad. I'm warming up to you, bloodsucker." Parker grinned.

      Just when he thought that maybe this wouldn't end with his blood all over the alley, the most intense agony he'd ever known split through his chest. His beast surged to the forefront, but he couldn't Change. Not here, in an alley in the middle of the city where anyone could see. That would be a death sentence.

      So was the pure silver grappling hook that had been shot through his chest.

      The worst wasn't even the pain, it was the stench of his own smoking flesh in his nose.

      From the expression on Tirigan's face, he had no part in it. Which wasn't the least bit comforting as another grappling hook pierced his side from the opposite direction and they both began to pull.

      His beast surged again, and he was faced with choice. Let him run free and risk death by Council, or let them rip him in half.

      He promised Belle he would protect her. He couldn’t do that if he was in pieces on the street.

      He howled and as his humanity slipped away, he saw one of the hunters step from the shadows. Parker could smell the UV bomb in the grenade launcher he'd held up to his shoulder.

      Deep in his marrow, both human and wolf, he knew that even though Belle had spent years on the run from her father, that she still needed him. She'd never be able to find the truth of herself without resolving things between them.

      She couldn't do that if this hunter killed him.

      So he wrapped his body around Tirigan, shielding him from the worst of the UV blast even as the silver grappling hook pulled his heart out through his back.
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      He'd been gone too long.

      Belle waited with Imre in the car, fidgeting with her hands. Every second seemed like a million years, but even allowing for that, she knew it had been too long.

      She looked up at the dragon shifter and he looked at her, and a knowing passed between them.

      "Yeah, I agree," he said out loud.

      She wasn't sure what to do. Not until a sharp pain lanced her chest. She knew he was in trouble.

      "There's something wrong." She got out of the limo, and she was pleased he didn't try to stop her. She really didn't want to go claw to claw with a dragon.

      No, he didn't try to stop her at all. Instead, he said, "Which way?"

      The storm clouds that had gathered began to clear and as she neared the back of the alley

      Belle fought the panic as it rose like bile in her throat. She wasn’t sure what kind of carnage she’d find on the end, but she became increasingly sure of three things.

      He wasn’t dead. Yet.

      Her father was involved.

      And the hunters whose scents were in her nose had just signed their own death warrants.

      The stench of burned flesh overwhelmed the scent of Parker’s blood. It had the cool metallic undercurrent of silver. So while she could feel in her bones Parker wasn’t dead, she knew he didn’t have long.

      Something unfamiliar uncurled in her stomach and radiated outward, filling her chest until it felt like she was going to explode. It tingled through her limbs, made her head and face hot, and caused her fingers to feel like she was being stung by a thousand scorpions.

      That legion of scorpions manifested in the blue power sparking around her fingertips.

      Belle was vaguely aware of Imre at her back as she followed the scents of blood and charred flesh.

      She found a circle of what looked to be hunters, all outfitted with silver and tactical gear. She knew that what was in the middle of that was Parker.

      “I’ll call reinforcements,” Imre whispered.

      “No,” she ordered, drawing the attention of the hunters.

      “Belle, it’s full daylight and humans—”

      “Crossed into territory that is not theirs. They came for me and mine, and I’m done running.”

      One of the hunters looked at her and his face split into a smile. “We been looking for you, girlie.”

      “That’s your mistake.”

      “I got something you might want.”

      He threw something at her and she snatched it out of the air, catching it before she realized what it was. Parker’s heart.

      That thing that had uncurled inside of her, suddenly those scorpion stings she’d felt at her fingertips were everywhere, covering her body. She was vaguely aware of the strange blue glow coming from her as she advanced on the hunter.

      Her body no longer belonged to her. She’d retreated into a strange subspace while an unholy fury possessed her. It was the fury and the darkness moving her arms, her legs, her lips and even her tongue.

      She didn’t recognize the words she spoke, but the old gods did. The old magics that rose to do her bidding. Belle tried to fight it, to channel it. She only wanted to help Parker. To save him before they could take his head, and his life.

      Until she saw he wasn’t alone.

      He was curled around the smoking flesh of her father. He was protecting Tirigan from the sun.

      The emotions that rose within her warred with each other. Her werewolf husband might have given his life to protect her father—the vampire who would think nothing of destroying him. Yet it was all secondary to the fury. The darkness.

      Their witch chanted words that echoed with power, focused by a crystal skull, one of the only things stronger than Tirigan, to keep the clouds from gathering across the sun again.

      That skull became the focus of all that was wrong. All that was bad. And her magic, still stinging with scorpions erupted from her in a volcanic rush, washing everything in her lava.

      The crystal skull filled with blue light, glowing brighter and brighter until the witch wielding it struggled to endure having it in her hands. Belle pushed more and more power toward it, almost detached from the melee that had erupted around her.

      The rest of the Drago Knights had joined them, and they were fighting the hunters in their human forms.

      Little did these hunters know, but they were all going to die.

      Another burst of power caused the skull to catch fire. The witch screamed as the fire enveloped her. That wasn’t enough for Belle. She kept pushing her power toward the burning woman and her skin bubbled and popped as it slid from her body, the fire only devouring what Belle permitted it. She left the meat beneath untouched, all of her nerves raw and exposed.

      The witch screamed and screamed, the sound like a kind of elegant symphony.

      Belle knew she’d tipped over the edge and her humanity was a quivering thing that had hid itself in the shadows. But she didn’t have time or the inclination to coax it forth. It would emerge later, an armchair warrior who couldn’t stomach the heat of a real battle.

      She wanted this witch to suffer for what she’d done.

      She wanted them all to pay.

      A contingent of hunters who all wore some kind of charm inuring them to the power of the skull, and her magic, mobilized and advanced on her. But all she wanted was to get to Parker.

      The storm clouds the witch had been holding at bay crashed into one another and a black veil blocked out the sun. Gale force winds rattled the buildings around them, lightning crashed and thunder cracked like a godly whip, flaying the earth open where it landed.

      As soon as the sunlight was gone, Tirigan emerged from Parker’s protection. The side of his face had been charred, his fingers, and a stake protruded from just above his heart.

      He pulled it out with a roar and tore the head off the nearest hunter, drinking him deep and his wounds struggled to knit together. He grabbed another—this time, beheading him seemed to be as simple as pulling the tab on a soda. He attached his mouth to the fount and drenched himself in blood.

      The Knights had fallen back as she and Tirigan destroyed all comers.

      When the final hunter gurgled his last, the fury left her. It was like deflating a balloon. Her knees went week, and she collapsed, pulling Parker into her lap. Her bloodstained fingers left streaks on his face, everywhere she touched him.

      The gaping hole in his chest was still smoking and Tirigan fell to his knees next to her, carefully removing the silver blades still in Parker’s skin.

      A strange, ragged howl rent the air, and when Tirigan grabbed her shoulder, hard, she realized the sound was coming from her.

      “Help me,” she growled. “Save him.”

      “I don’t know how,” he said, softly. “I can’t give him our blood. It would kill him.”

      She looked up and met his bloody gaze that somehow held no horror for her any longer. “There has to be something.”

      “You’re his mate,” Ondrej said, stepping forward. “His heart beats for you. Bring it back to life.”

      “It might work,” Tirigan offered. “It’s all you have.”

      The rain pelted her face, washing away the blood, and the shield she’d used to hide behind while the monster inside of her snapped its jaws and stretched out into the world.

      “My venom is poisonous to him,” she said, dumbly.

      “He’ll surely die if you do nothing.” Ondrej held the heart in his hands as if it were made of dust and spiderwebs instead of flesh. He offered it to her like some kind of tribute.

      She accepted the beaten and battered organ with trembling hands. She cupped her fingers around it, feeling both like a god—having the power of life and death—but feeling so small and insignificant at the same time.

      It was a strange dichotomy.

      She brought it to her lips carefully. Somehow, the shriveled dying thing was still warm. There was a good chance her venom could kill him.

      But if she did nothing, his death was a certainty.

      She touched her tongue to the charred ventricle where the silver had pierced it and like some kind of miracle, it began to heal itself, the flesh knitting back together.

      It thrust, as if it attempting to beat in her palm.

      “Is the wound clear of silver?” she asked.

      “Seems so,” Tirigan said, leaning in. “This wound was cleaner than the others.”

      Parker’s face was pallid, and his breathing was shallow and ragged. His eyes closed and that hole in his chest was so surreal. In all of her long years, she’d seen so many things. Things that shouldn’t exist, but this was the only one that made her whole body tremble, her lover’s still somehow living husk. She hoped against hope this would work.

      When Tirigan had Turned Evgeni, she’d thought it had been like turning off the sun. It had cut something vital and she’d thought she was dying.

      How wrong she’d been.

      Nothing compared to what she felt now.

      The cold chill of death creeping over her wasn’t just a piece of her. It was in her marrow. It was down to her DNA.

      She couldn’t lose Parker.

      The sun she’d wanted so desperately to feel on her skin wasn’t in the sky any longer. It was him.

      In that moment, she realized how weak she was. How small. In all of her long years walking the wide world, she’d not really experienced anything. She’d only existed. She felt so small and inconsequential holding his heart in her hand.

      It struggled to beat again.

      Every tentative pulse sent shockwaves of hope and fear through her body.

      “Gods below, child. Put that thing back in his body,” Tirigan growled. “It’s making me hungry. You know brave hearts taste much better, and his might be the bravest I’ve encountered.”

      “More than your precious Gilgamesh?” She didn’t look up to see her father’s response. Instead, she gently eased the heart back into his chest. She was afraid to let go of it, not only because she feared it would stop beating, but she needed to feel the presence of life. The skittering scorpion sensation manifested again and tiny, thread-like bolts of blue energy shot out from the organ as it anchored itself inside of him and the first thing she saw take hold were his heartstrings.

      “Close the wound,” Ondrej prompted.

      The wound was jagged, bits of flesh had been charred away by the silver’s poison. She remembered what Eleanor had said about magic. About how her intent was more important than any words or motions of her hands.

      Her intent was to heal the wound. To save his life.

      She also knew that some magics had a price.

      Belle had to consider what price she’d pay for him.

      The answer was anything. She’d give anything to heal that gaping hole in his chest. To keep him.

      So she lay her hands on him again and opened the floodgates.

      A strange peace stole over her and her limbs went jelly and languid. It was almost as if she were melting into the flow of the magic. Until a strong hand clamped down on her shoulder and grounded her back into reality.

      She looked up and saw her father in a haze of blue as her magic enveloped him, too.

      “Take what you need.”

      Another hand closed over her other shoulder and she turned her head to see the Drago Knights Alpha, Ondrej. He was still in his human form, but now she could see the dragon beneath. He was beautiful, and rippled with power.

      She accepted their offers. It was a strange alchemy happening inside of her, the power of life and death blending in her magic, filling up Parker, riding his body of the poison silver, and making him whole.

      Anchoring him to life.

      And Belle as well.

      Everything the magic took from her, Tirigan and Ondrej supplied, healing her even as the magic gutted her.

      Parker was suddenly lifted off the ground by the force of all the power flowing through him and before he could crash back down, Ondrej and Imre caught him.

      As she collapsed, she felt the cold, dead hands of her father on her face and heard his voice from far away.

      “Stay with us, my little sun-flower. Stay.”

      His voice reached into the caverns of darkness and shook them with their might, but she couldn’t hold on.

      “Stay with me, child, or I’ll send that dog to the afterlife with you.” His voice was softer than she’d ever heard it, still menacing—for here was the great Tirigan of the Asakku, a god in his own right, it seemed—but for a moment, he sounded like a father.

      Belle was vaguely aware of being hoisted up from the ground and a comforting chill permeated her body. Indeed, that cold was death, but it wasn’t coming for her. It was protecting her.

      It was Tirigan.

      And she knew she was safe.

      Not even the Grim Reaper would dare to pluck her from her father’s arms.

      Emotions welled inside of her, and she had so much she wanted to say. Fear welled like a cancer underneath it all.

      Fear that this was transient and as soon as she was well, he’d force her into the thing he wanted her to be.

      But he hadn’t tried to force her to drink.

      As if he could read her mind, he said, “You should drink. Animal blood, if that’s what you want, but I offer mine freely.”

      He offered. He didn’t demand.

      She found the strength to nod weakly.

      He slid, with her in his arms, into the back of the Woolven limo.

      “Parker,” she hissed.

      “The pup will be well. The dragons have him. They’re flying to Aphelion.” And before she could try to speak again, “Yes, sunshine. I’m taking you there, too.”

      Her body relaxed against the comforting chill, and she felt the press of his wrist against her lips. She knew another moment of fear, wondering what his blood would do to her. If it would change her.

      If it would make her monster that much more monstrous.

      Yet, today, she’d seen the benefit to the powerful darkness inside of her. It had saved Parker’s life, and possibly her own.

      There’d been so much blood. So much death.

      The part of her that pretended to be human wanted her to be horrified. Sickened. Only she wasn’t. She couldn’t pretend to be. She knew without any introspection that what she’d done today, she’d do a thousand times. A million. She’d drown herself in a river of their blood if they came for her or those she loved.

      And that mousy little voice with human morality that squeaked inside of her head would just have to suck it up.

      She opened her mouth and let her teeth sink deep into Tirigan’s wrist.

      His blood was like a river of dark, bitter cacao. Perhaps that was why the werewolves though she smelled like chocolate instead of death. It poured over her tongue and she swallowed greedily, following the visions through the tunnel and back toward the light.

      Memories lived in the blood.

      Tirigan’s memories.

      She saw Ur when the humans first began to build. The warmth of the sunshine on her father’s skin, how he found those grunting, fumbling, beasts to be amazing creatures.

      She flashed forward to the darkness when the hunger had grown to be too much. How alone her father had been at the beginning. There had been no others of his kind. None like him, but him alone. Eternity had stretched before him a dark, gaping maw of hunger and isolation.

      Belle saw a beautiful woman smiling at Tirigan. Her stomach was slightly rounded, and her dark skin glowed with life. “You will never be alone again,” she’d said to him in a language that Belle didn’t understand, but she knew the words because her father knew the words.

      She also felt what her father felt in that moment.

      The joy.

      It punched her in the face with more force than the magic had.

      Her creation had been no thing of darkness, no violation of the laws of nature for glory or… It had been love. That was her mother.

      Belle wasn’t aware she’d stretched out her hand to touch the apparition until Tirigan took her hand and held it.

      She saw herself as she was born, but the tenor of the memory changed to blood and darkness. A fury unlike any other. It was losing Belle’s mother that had changed him. That sense of the dark forever looming almost strangled her.

      There was only one, tiny light.

      The memory of a woman holding a child as the last of her life left her in a river of blood.

      She wanted to speak, wanted to… but the vision changed again. Her view narrowed to the size of a pinprick.

      And she was holding a baby, whispering words in that language she didn’t understand, but knew to mean, “I love you.”

      The last breath to ever leave Siduri of Ur, high priestess of the Asakku, left in a kiss on her newborn daughter’s cheek.

      The real world crashed back into her as her body healed and the blood of the progenitor did its job.

      She found herself looking up into Tirigan’s bloody eyes.

      How had she ever thought them to be so horrible? There was so much emotion there, so much darkness, but there was love there, too.

      But she still didn’t want to be him.

      He wiped away her own bloody tears with his thumb. “I didn’t know you’d see,” he whispered. “It was so long ago.”

      “I’m glad I saw.” Her voice was scratchy and hoarse, and damn, but her whole body ached. It felt as if she’d been ripped apart and the powers that be were still putting her back together. She supposed that was a very real possibility.

      “If you say it makes me human, I’m going to bite you,” he snarled, but the words didn’t carry the bite she’d have heard once upon a time.

      She curled against him. “No, you’re not.”

      “Ah, child. It’s taken you this long to see.”

      “But now I do see, no takebacks.”

      His hand stroked over her hair. “It’s taken me a long time to learn how to be a father to you, sun-flower. The people at the diner, they’d sold you out to the hunters.”

      She’d seen that in the vision, too. She understood him so much better now.

      Belle wiped the last blood tear from her eye and offered it up to him.

      “No, I won’t drink your tears.” He sounded horrified. A strange, an unfamiliar emotion coming from him.

      “Please. It helped me know you so much better. It helped me see you. See me.”

      With a much put upon sigh, he swiped the tear with his finger and put it to his mouth. His eyes closed and concentration marred his otherwise smooth and ageless brow.

      “Your humanity is awful. So. Many. Feelings.” His nose wrinkled, but he sighed again. “So much like her,” came the strangled whisper.

      “Why didn’t you Turn her?” she blurted.

      “I tried. The magic she’d used to bring you into the world made her immune to the virus in our blood.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He fixed her with a hard, pointed stare. The stare of endless ages and darkness. A stare she’d once found so horrible, but now took comfort in. Because she knew he did see her for who she was, not who he wanted her to be.

      “Your monster is beautiful, too.”

      “I’m learning that,” Belle replied. “Parker taught me that humanity and monstrosity aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      “Certainly not. Humans are capable of both great and horrible deeds.”

      “No, I mean… I guess I’ve equated humanity with morality. My morality can exist without denying who I am.”

      She waited for him to tell her that he’d told her that long ago, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Don’t hurt him,” she said after a long time.

      He snorted. “I can’t really now, can I? I’ve just got you back, and you seem to adore him.”

      Silence stretched between them until it was brittle.

      “You love him, don’t you?”

      She remembered the last time she’d told her father she loved a man and the words stuck in her throat. “He proved his worthiness, didn’t he?”

      “Yes, much more so than Kumarin ever was. He pissed himself when we met. And your dog threw himself over my body with no thought for himself. Yes, he’s proved he is worthy.”

      “I want to help them.”

      “The wolves with their little war, you mean? I won’t stop you.”

      “I want you to help me.”

      “Why do I ever crawl out of my pyramid?” He sighed.

      “You’re crashing in a pyramid now?”

      “I’ve been in El Castillo for a while now. They’re comfortable.”

      “You need to join the world.”

      “And you need to connect with your history.”

      “Here we go,” she said, her sigh sounding much like his.

      “I’ll make you a deal. You come back to us, and I’ll meet you halfway. In this world.”

      “I don’t want to join the murder. I… that life…” She was thinking of all the different ways to phrase what she wanted to say. Belle had come to realize the way she’d expressed herself in the past had been tantamount to “I don’t want you.” Not “I don’t want this life.”

      “I see now that murder life is not for you. You are not built for it, but I’m tired. When it is time for new leadership, they will look to you. Will you deny them?”

      “New leadership?” No, there would never be a new leadership. Tirigan was the progenitor. He was forever.

      “Eternity is long and dark, and I’m ready to sleep.”

      “Is that the only reason you wanted me back?” She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. “I’m sorry, I…”

      “You do know better than that, don’t you?”

      She nodded. “I’m just so used to fighting you on everything. Greeting everything with suspicion.”

      “Part of that is my fault. I know that.” He held her tighter. “This thing with your wolf, you know they don’t live forever. They live a long time, but not forever. Not like you. Do you understand what that means?”

      It meant the blistering loss that burned through her soul earlier would come for her one way or another.

      Loving anyone who was not her kind meant losing.

      She nodded slowly, even as ice descended down her spine.

      “I’ll put off my long sleep until then, if you want him. And when he’s gone, you’ll have the murder.”

      Realization struck her hard. “That’s what you did, isn’t it? After Siduri?” My mother.

      This future was what she had to look forward to. Memories of everything they shared would turn to dust and she’d be left with only the blood.

      “Yes. I had the murder and you.”

      It all became clear. “That’s why you wanted me to drink. You thought it would make me hard. Cold. So I’d never have to feel this.”

      “Too late, isn’t it?”

      She swallowed hard. After he was well, she could leave him. She could help them win the war and then she could leave. She could go back to El Castillo and pass the days of his life. She could hollow out her heart so she never had to feel that again.

      Belle had always thought of herself as a coward, but she hadn’t realized the extent of her weakness until just now.

      As the speeding limo carried them closer to Aphelion, the more she wanted to run.
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      Parker had thought he knew what death felt like when he’d gotten shitfaced on Wolfsbane liquor.

      It hadn’t even been close.

      Well, the throbbing in his head was pretty on point. He felt hungover like he had after the Wolfsbane.

      But the death part. It had been so much more.

      And so much less.

      When that grappling hook had pierced his chest, his whole life hadn’t flashed before his eyes. Not the things he’d already done, but the things he hadn’t.

      Everything he’d ever secretly wanted bloomed in a movie reel that seemed to play both forever, and then had been over in a second, the images narrowing to a pinprick of a second, to that single moment in time when his heart had been pulled out of his chest.

      There’d been no pain after that, nothing but a numbing empty cold that went on forever.

      It was the empty that was the worst. Seeing that long dark and being without his brothers, his uncle, his Westwood...

      His new nephew, Noah.

      His mate.

      Yet, he knew if given the chance, he'd go back to that cold place. Back to that loneliness if that's what it took to keep any of them safe.

      Parker would not hesitate.

      There was a certain peace in that for him. A rightness. No, he'd not be able to see Blake and Randi's child come into the world. Or Noah grow. Or even watch his uncle fall in love again, as he was so sure that he would. But the fact remained that their lives would continue in trade for his. They'd get those things.

      He'd always said he would do what he had to for his family, but it was an easy line to talk, and now he knew it wasn't just talk.

      It was the walk, and he'd taken those steps.

      In his most secret self, he'd doubted his strength. His commitment. Himself. He'd never been called on to put anyone before himself. He'd always been spoiled brat, Baby Woolven.

      Maybe he was still Baby Woolven.

      Maybe he was still spoiled. In fact, he knew he'd like to keep it that way.

      But he knew what he was made of.

      And Parker Woolven no longer found it lacking.

      When he'd finally accepted he wasn't dead— he was, in fact, home at Aphelion in his bed and Belle was next to him—he knew a moment of utter bliss. Wolves weren't supposed to purr, but his did.

      It was a low rumble in his chest, and he forced his aching body to roll over and pull her close to him.

      She fit so perfectly against him. Just that connection, that touch, soothed the throbbing in his head and tuned out so much of the pain in the rest of his body.

      At the moment, it felt like the powers that be were putting him back together out of only eggshells and nails. Everything felt broken.

      Except for this thing between him and Belle.

      He knew that was a kind of illusion. He knew she had her own path she had to walk and that it was going to take her away from him. He could only hope it wouldn't be forever.

      Parker nuzzled the back of her neck, loving that cacao scent of her.

      She squirmed against his grip and struggled to roll over and face him.

      Her cheeks were streaked with flaking trails of blood tears where they'd dried.

      "You're a dumbass," she whispered.

      Instead of being insulted, an unwitting grin split his face. (And just like with the wolfsbane liquor, it definitely felt as if it had actually split his face.) "I'm your dumbass."

      "Not if you get yourself killed. Like a dumbass." She sniffed.

      "I'm fine. You're fine. Daddy is fine, too, isn't he?" That would be just his fucking luck—he makes the grand gesture and it doesn't mean shit because he died anyway.

      The corner of her mouth twitched. "Don't ever let him hear you call him Daddy. I've just gotten him to agree not to wear your entrails like a lei."

      "You know, if you could do that thing you did in Vegas, that would be great."

      She studied him for a quiet moment before reaching out and cupping his face with her hands.

      They were so cool and soft. It was like resting his head back in a chilled, gentle stream. Her touch carried away all the pain of the physical world and left him drifting and content.

      He sighed. "That's what I need."

      "What you need is a brain transplant. What's wrong with you? You could've been killed," she hissed.

      "But I wasn't."

      "You could've been."

      "But I wasn't," he said again with a grin.

      "You're infuriating."

      "I know." He cupped his hands over hers. "Just keep touching me, even though I'm sure I don't deserve it."

      "Gods, Parker. I don't know what I would've done if something had happened to you because of me. I don't think I could live with it."

      His eyes opened and he met her gaze squarely. "Yes, you could. And I demand that you would. You're so strong, Belle. Stronger than you know. The world still has beautiful things to show you and I demand you see them."

      She sniffed. "You're awfully demanding for a wolf on his deathbed."

      He closed his eyes again. "That's really the best time to be demanding, don't you think? You're more inclined to give me my way."

      "I'm always inclined to give your way. I can't seem to tell you no, even when I know better."

      "So you'd miss me, if I'd died?" he teased.

      "We're not going to joke about this. My father could've killed you. Those hunters could've killed you."

      "And, to reiterate my earlier point, they didn't."

      "I'm going to kill you if you don't take this seriously."

      He opened his eyes again. "Listen, you're harshing my vibe, here."

      Her eyes narrowed.

      He grinned again. Everything she did brought him utter joy. And for some reason, it was most especially when she was exasperated with him. "Look, I get it. I do. I'm laying here feeling like shit warmed over. You know, the kind with corn."

      "I didn't need that visual."

      "Hey, you said to take it seriously and—"

      "Comparing your physical state to a certain type of—"

      "Yes, it actually is very serious. I take that so seriously." He nodded. "In all seriousness, I do understand the gravity of the situation."

      "Really? So why did you throw yourself between my father and death?"

      "Because he's your father, Belle, and you still need him. You need him more than you need me. It was a pretty simple equation."

      "It continues to amaze me how easily you speak of such things."

      "Not speaking of them doesn't make them any less true." He squeezed her wrist softly with affection. "Does it? Have you spoken with him?"

      "I have. He told me you invited him here."

      "I did, but there were caveats."

      "We worked it out on the drive back. It's a tentative peace, but it is peace. He's willing to let me do things my way, but I have to do some things, too."

      The look on her face gutted him. He knew what she was going to say before she spoke. But he decided to let her tell it in her own way. In her own time. "Be with me in this moment, Belle."

      "I am." Her words were a whisper that sounded so broken. So sorrowful.

      "I know that even though you're technically older than me, you still have a lot of growing to do. You have to follow that path to who you are."

      "What are you saying?"

      "That I'm here. I'm not going anywhere. Ride or die, baby."

      "Not if you get yourself killed."

      "Get myself killed? Sounds like victim blaming."

      "Totally. If you died, I'll blame you forever."

      "For dying?"

      "For opening my heart. For forcing it to grow and reach for the light. And then for shoving it back down in the dark. I would totally blame you."

      "Ah, good to know you love me."

      "I didn't say that."

      "You don't have to." He pulled her down. "Come here."

      "You can't possibly..."

      He took quick stock of himself before making a promise he couldn't keep. "I can always, actually, but that's not what this is about."

      She allowed him to pull her on top of him and she kept holding his face, nose to nose. While with anyone else, he'd have thought it silly, with her it was something else entirely.

      "What's it about then?"

      "You. Me. Forever."

      "Parker," she began.

      "For. Fucking. Ever." He nodded. "That doesn't mean you don't do what you need to do. It doesn't mean I don't do what I need to do. It just means that you are mine. I am yours. That is true whether you're here at Aphelion or with the Asakku murder."

      Her eyes blooded again. "Shit, stop making me cry."

      "Yep, that's my special power. Making women cry." He flashed her another grin. "I guess it's just what I do."

      "I've had enough of crying."

      "Good. You should stop."

      "Why?"

      "Because if something makes you cry, it makes me want to kill it. I'm still recuperating. Have some pity on a brave wolf."

      "A brave wolf? I stand by my earlier a statement. A dumbass wolf."

      "And I stand by mine. I’m your dumbass."

      He grabbed her and flipped her so that she was on her back. The sudden movement made his head throb and his whole body feel like he was swimming in razor blades, but he didn't care.

      She searched his face. "You're really okay?"

      "I'm really okay. My whole body hurts, but I'm obviously going to live. I seem to remember this dream, and I need you to tell me if it was real."

      "Okay," she agreed.

      "You held my heart in your hands and you made it beat for you."

      "That happened."

      "You were covered in blood."

      "That happened to. I killed a lot of people that day."

      "You were so beautiful." Yeah, his woman covered in fury, blood, and victory made his cock so hard for her.

      "You're twisted."

      "Very." He kissed her neck.

      "Oh no, we're not having any of that."

      "Why not?" He realized he sounded like a kid who'd been told he couldn't have another sweet, but that's what she was. The ultimate sweet and he needed her on his tongue. Needed her taste. Needed her to nourish him while he filled her.

      "Because you're still healing."

      "I'll heal better with your touch."

      "I am touching you."

      "You know what I mean. It's a mate bond."

      She narrowed her eyes again. "Parker Woolven, is that a bullshit story you tell all the girls to get them on their backs?"

      "I don't usually have to tell any stories to get a woman on her back. And correction, I already have you on your back. I just need you to spread those gorgeous legs so I can have that life-giving ambrosia from those sweet petals." He licked his lips.

      "Sweet petals?" She snorted. "Life giving ambrosia? Please."

      "You forget, my lovely, I can smell your desire. And you're thinking about it." He lifted his nose to the air. "Yeah, you're thinking about it hard."

      "So are you." She licked her lips. "Hard, that is. But it'll have to wait. Your brother said—"

      "My brother," he said as he slid down her body, "will just have to understand. He's Alpha out there, but in here, I'm the only wolf that has a say."

      She laughed. "Parker, really, we..."

      He had his hands beneath her t-shirt and his mouth on the soft flesh of her belly.

      She sighed and eased her legs apart.

      "Really, there's nothing more life-affirming than sex."

      "You think sex is the answer to everything," she said, tunneling her fingers through his hair.

      "Tell, what can't it fix?" He pressed a kiss to her skin. Goddess, but she tasted like sin and redemption all at once.

      "What can it fix?" she countered.

      He peeled her panties from her hips and tugged them down her sun-kissed legs. "It spark a fire that will burn long into the void. It eases loneliness. Sorrow. And it just feels so fucking good."

      Parker didn't wait for her answer before he licked her. Yeah, sex was the cure for everything. Every part of him felt better.

      He'd always laughed at other males he knew who seemed to act like a vagina could be magic, although he supposed a female's body could be a kind of magic. It could do so many wondrous things.

      This woman and her vagina—they were both magic.

      He wanted to tell her, but he knew she'd laugh at him. He kind of wanted to laugh at himself, but it didn't change what he felt.

      So he tried to show her.

      With pleasure.

      He loved how she tasted. The sounds of pleasure she made when he flicked his tongue over the edge of her clit. He wanted to bury himself inside of her, not just his cock in her pussy, but his essence. He wanted to drown in everything that was her.

      This pleasure he brought her wasn't just about the bliss, it was literally a labor of love. He wanted her to feel everything he had to give her in every touch. Every caress.

      Every swipe of his tongue over her swollen clit.

      Her fingers had curled into fists around his sheets and her lips were parted as her back arched, pressing her cleft more fully against his mouth.

      He tasted her orgasm before he heard it and, indeed, it was a cure for all of his ills. If her touch had been cool, sweet relief, her pleasure was a fire that burned away pain. The scars inside of him. The breaks in his bones.

      Power rolled through him with all the force of a hurricane.

      "Now!" she ordered.

      He knew what she wanted, but he wanted to hear it. "Tell me what you want."

      She responded to the new strength in his voice. "Everything,"

      "Tell me," he said again.

      Her eyes opened, half-lidded with lust and sleepy with pleasure already tasted. "I want your cock inside of me and your teeth at my throat. Tear me open to make me whole."

      Fuck, but her words made him hotter. He didn't know how he'd managed to hold on to his human form. His beast seemed to content to allow his human side all of this pleasure on his own.

      He dragged her down the bed toward him and she wrapped her legs around his hips. He entered her slowly and her sheath shuddered around him.

      He began to move, thrusting into her, driving them both higher and higher.

      But it wasn't enough for her.

      "Give me your damn teeth," she growled.

      This time, his beast was there to answer her.

      He roared and his jaw elongated to a muzzle with dripping fangs and he saw and scented no fear in her. Only white hot lust. It made her cacao scent more like milk chocolate, like sugar and he wanted to taste it all.

      His fangs tore into her throat and he spilled inside of her even as he tasted her blood on his tongue.

      After the storm had passed, and he lay satisfied next to her, she said, “Well, I’ll tell you this just this once.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You were right. I feel so much better.”

      “So in the future, when it comes to such things, you should trust me.”

      “Doubtful.” She was quick with the reply. Then she took his hand and brought it to her chest against her heart. “Actually, you know that I trust you, right? With everything?”

      Her words were a balm that his wolf had needed since he laid eyes on her. “I do now.”

      “You didn’t have to almost die to prove it either.”

      “Yes, I did. But that’s okay. The prize is worth the gauntlet.”

      “Listen, I’m not a prize, or property.” She sounded so exasperated.

      “I know. I told your father as much.”

      “Oh, you did, didn’t you?” She sighed. “This trust thing is new for me, but I do trust you.”

      “I trust you, too.”

      Parker knew that her trust was the biggest gift she could give. He didn’t want to leave her, but now that he was awake and most definitely hearty, he had to go talk to his brother.

      It passed between them, unspoken, and he rose to dress.

      “Don’t be too long. I mean, if you still want me in this bed when you get back…”

      “You make it hard to leave.”

      “Really? I like it when I make it… hard.”

      Another wave of desire washed over him. “I know exactly how hard you like it, you beautiful monster.”

      She flashed her fangs. “You like it just as hard. And you’re a bit of a liar.”

      “What? I’ve never lied to you.” His brows drew together.

      “Not to me. When you told your brother you liked your women with no bite. You like them all bite.” She snapped her teeth.

      “You’re right about that.” His cock was getting hard again, and he considered putting off the meeting with his brother another few hours. “He doesn’t technically know that I’m up—”

      “Parker, with that last roar, everyone knows that you’re up.” She looked at his cock. “And that you’ve been deflated back down.”

      “Good, then everyone can rest assured I’m back at one-hundred percent.”

      “You’re not the least concerned that my father is still in residence?”

      That gave Parker pause, but only briefly. “Not really. We’re married. He’ll get over it.”

      She gave him a pointed look.

      “Or he’ll kill me, but I doubt it. He just got back into your good graces. He wouldn’t risk it.” Parker winked at her. “I’ll be back soon.”

      She snapped her fingers and a raw liver appeared on a plate. She picked it up with her fingers. “I’ll be waiting.”

      Goddessdamn, but everything about that woman was pure sex.

      “You better be. Just like that.”

      “Or?” she quirked a brow.

      “Or I won’t bite you.”

      “Now you’re just being mean.”

      “My woman has to learn her place.” But he couldn’t even keep a straight face teasing about it.

      Neither could she. The sound of her laughter followed him out the door and down the hall toward Blake.

      And what he feared was the beginning of the end.
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      Parker knew that current events that had come to a boil were about to go nuclear.

      And when that happened, Belle was going to be faced with her nature. The primal actuality of what it was to be Asakku.

      She would leave him.

      It would kill him, but she deserved to find out who she was and to learn how to live with it. To strengthen bonds with her family.

      He didn't know what that meant for him, only that he'd wait for her.

      As long as he and Tirigan could keep her safe through the coming battle.

      With a puff of smoke and a scent like burned marshmallows, Mrs. Westwood appeared next to him in the hallway wearing her matronly form.

      He'd expected her. "You know, when you run around like that, it always makes me want sugar cookies."

      The witch gave him an indulgent smile. "I know." She handed him three sugar cookies in the shape of wolves. They had little cinnamon candies for eyes and sprinkles for fur.

      "Ah, you're the best."

      "Well, can't have my baby feeling underappreciated after all of his big boy heroics, can we?"

      It amused him that she was deadly serious, and he chomped happily.

      "You know where my brother is? He wanted to see me."

      "He's waiting for you in his study."

      "Kinda thought they'd all be in the boardroom having a war council."

      "Everyone's been worried sick about you, Parker. That vampire saved your life."

      "Speaking of, is Tirigan around?"

      Westwood arched a brow. "Listen. I don't want all of your hard work to be for naught. The magic wards on this house almost popped his head like a tick when you went all roaring like a lion on some Kind of the Jungle bullshit when you were making love to your mate. You know they're keyed to respond to thoughts and intentions before actions. And you can't blame the guy."

      Parker smirked. "You know, I find it interesting that the wards didn't harm Randi. She said she'd planned to do harm to Blake."

      "Blake Shmake." She waved her hands. "I knew when I laid eyes on the girl she was his mate, so I figured it would all work out in the end. And it seems that it has. At least for them."

      "So, where is Tirigan?"

      "You leave him alone for now. He's with David. They're doing vampire...things." She wrinkled her nose.

      Parker narrowed his eyes. "That's awfully non-specific for you, Westwood. I do believe something's up. Spill. I won't have shenanigans in this house without including me."

      He was the only one who could get away with talking to her that way. His insolence would've earned either of his brothers a whack on the head. Parker, however, she tolerated.

      Mostly.

      He'd earned his fair share of switches and once, she'd actually turned him into a squirrel. To be fair, he'd been chattering in her ear all day and he'd broken several vials of very hard to acquire ingredients. It was no easy feat to acquire a powdered lock of gorgon hair. He'd had it coming.

      "Well," she said in a conspiratorial whisper, "they've hit it off smashingly."

      "Hit it off? As in..."

      "Yes. As in." She smiled. "David is so curious about everything, and Tirigan has a lot of information to share. David is like Belle, in that he doesn't want to be a monster. Tirigan's blood can give him the freedom to do as Belle does."

      "It'll be good for him to have a conduit to the modern world, I think. Get more with the times. Less with the slaughter. I like it."

      "Me too."

      "But what makes you think they're hitting it off in the way you think?"

      "Well, I popped into the laboratory unannounced. I needed some silver nitrate. I was out. They were standing toe to toe, and suddenly, Tirigan just grabbed David's hair and laid one on him." She fanned herself. "It was pretty hot."

      "Good for them." Parker nodded. "Maybe if his mind is on David, he won't be thinking about murdering me."

      "Ah, no. He's always thinking about murdering you, I'm pretty sure" She smiled. "Maybe not always. I actually get the impression he likes you. Who would've thought?"

      "Who would've thought, indeed."

      "Westwood!" The sound of a small child echoed down the hallways.

      "Noah is here?" He was supposed to be tucked away at boarding school to keep him safe from the war.

      "A weekend visit."

      "Did you give me his cookies?"

      "No. Those were for you. I have his here in my pocket." She morphed into a small, black fox. "Catch me if you can, Noah."

      A tiny roar echoed through the halls and Westwood took off, a tiny blur of fur following close behind her.

      He ate his last cookie before making his way to his brother's study.

      The door was open, and he found Blake outside on the terrace that overlooked all of Aphelion. His domain.

      His kingdom.

      Blake's eyes were hooded and dark, but his shoulders sagged with a giant exhale.

      "You absolute shit," Blake said without any real heat and grabbed him for a fierce hug.

      They didn't bother with some of the posturing that human males did when they hugged, the shoulder slapping, and back pounding. This was an embrace. Brother to brother. Alpha to pack. A pure, shining bond.

      "I thought you were going to die. We all thought you were as good as dead."

      "Sorry about that. Some things have to be done, you know?"

      "I do know." Blake nodded as he released him. "It's damn good to have you back."

      "So, I guess you want the debriefing."

      "What actually happened? I mean, I have the progenitor of the Asakku under my roof, and that's not something I ever expected to happen. I've got dragons patrolling the skies and news that Remus is advancing this way with an army of undead."

      "Fuck. Those things Ondrej was telling us about?"

      "Possibly. Or it could be to distract us from other targets. I wish I could send Randi to Mars until this was over."

      "You could send her to the goblin realm."

      "She wouldn't go. I know she's strong, but she's pregnant and I..." Blake sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face.

      "How's our bottom line? What's the board saying?"

      Blake waved it off. "Happier than pigs in shit. We're up two points and poised to climb. Our assets are solid and Woolven Industries is safe."

      "Good."

      "But you know what I need right now? And I blame you. She wants more of those Bissinger’s truffles we had at the wedding. She wants them, and I acquire them, and then she's mad at me for shoving chocolate at her. I don't know what to do here."

      "You know what? Buy the whole goddamn company. Then she can take them or leave them as she sees fit." Parker shrugged. "Yeah, maybe I'll do that for you guys for a wedding gift."

      Blake nodded in agreement. "I actually feel like she'd accept that coming from you. Although I seem to recall forbidding you to gift her with anything else. Ever."

      He was referring to all the weapons he'd hidden in her room that she could use to maim or cause egregious damage to him. Parker snickered. "That was pretty awesome, wasn't it? And hey, without those weapons, her learning that you're a werewolf would've been much harder on her. I'm pretty sure I'm the reason you two ever got together." He smirked.

      From the look on his face, Blake still wasn't amused.

      But Parker was, and that's really all that mattered.

      "Okay, let's get to the debriefing. What do you remember?" Blake handed him a glass of whiskey. "Here, have a drink."

      "Don't mind if I do. Wait, it's not that Wolfsbane stuff, is it? That's how I got into all this trouble to start with."

      "No, I don't live on the edge like you do."

      "Just checking." He took a long pull off the glass and it burned on the way down. Smooth like velvet. "I don't know what I can tell you that you don't already know. The Asakku tracked Belle to the spa and, when I did some recon, I met Tirigan."

      "Where did the hunters come from?"

      "They had a witch. They were in an alleyway gearing up to storm the fucking castle."

      "So it was obviously planned. Organized."

      "Well, I'm pretty sure there wasn't a hunt club next door to a supe spa."

      "Listen, smartass," Blake growled. "I need every detail so I can protect this pack."

      Parker suddenly felt the weight on his brother's shoulders. "I'm sorry, Blake. I just don't remember much."

      "Tell me what you do remember."

      "The witch had a crystal skull. They knew exactly who and what Tirigan was."

      "It will comfort you to know that your mate and her father left no one alive."

      "It does comfort me, but why are they targeting us now? We've had a good relationship with the hunters, except for that Breslin freak, for ages. They weren't Breslin's brood."

      "That's what I needed to know."

      "Have you heard anything from Lenore?"

      "No, nothing. But she's in good hands with both the demon wolf and the boogeyman at her side. Peter has gone to ground."

      "They knew we were there, though. So, I'm wondering who they're working with."

      "My guess is Remus."

      "Do you have a plan?"

      "Aside from finding Grigori Remus and ripping his throat out?"

      "You know, if it was anyone other than Remus himself, I'd say that was a good plan, but do you think you can actually, you know, beat him?"

      Blake narrowed his eyes.

      "Come on, this is me. He's fucking Remus. The original Alpha of one of the oldest werewolf nations. He's powerful. And so are you, but he's got the power of the ages behind him."

      "He does, but so do I. I have Tirigan."

      "That's not a fair fight," he said casually.

      "I'm not challenging him for right to rule his pack. I'm protecting Woolven."

      And gods help anyone who tried to hurt Blake Woolven's pack, because no one else would be able to.

      Blake would do anything to protect the pack. Strike any deal. His only moral code was the pack above all else.

      "You know I don't have a problem with it. Hell, send him poisoned Milk Bones for all I care. Just gauging where you are on this and how concerned I should be."

      "You should be very fucking concerned."

      "So noted." He took another drink. "So if killing Grigori Remus is the only plan we've got, where is he and how are we going to do it?"

      "We're not. Because even with Tirigan, I don't know if I can win. But Antony can."

      "Rommulus? They're brothers, Blake."

      "They are. But if you'll recall, Grigori voted to have Marchessa put to death. He's a direct threat to Antony's mate."

      "Do you really think he'll kill his brother?"

      "I think Antony Rommulus would take great joy in wreaking carnage and mayhem on anyone who even sniffed in Marchessa's direction. We just have to get them together. Antony is hunting him, and while he's powerful with a lot of resources, Grigori knows him like the back of his own hand. He doesn't know Woolven. I bet we can lure him out."

      "If they're moving on us, they might be on the way here already."

      "That's my problem. I need somewhere safe for this to go down. Somewhere our pack will be safe. Randi. Maribella. Belle. Noah." He sighed. "Warner. He shouldn't have to go to war again. He's already lived through it. He's already made sacrifice after sacrifice."

      "Yet, he'll continue to give whatever is required because that's what pack does. That's what it means to be Woolven," Parker said quietly.

      "I knew what I was doing when I sided with Rommulus on this. It was right, but that doesn't make it any easier."

      "What are you looking for here?" Parker suddenly asked.

      "I want your opinion."

      "Drew's your Beta, not me. I'm just Baby Woolven."

      "No, you're not. You're Parker Woolven. You're my brother. And my friend. Where Drew is the voice of caution, you are the voice of action. Always have been."

      Parker was shaken by the revelation. He hadn't realized his words carried that much weight with his brother. He'd always seen himself as the screw up. The extra. "Then what's Warner?"

      "The voice of experience."

      Parker scratched his head. "I don't know what to say now that I know you're taking me seriously."

      "I've always taken you seriously, little brother."

      "I'm realizing that. Now, I feel like I should watch what I say."

      "No, fuck that. It's why your words are valuable. You don't measure each one. It's organic."

      Parker grinned. "Does it drive Drew batshit if you listen to me instead of him? That would really make my night."

      "Sorry, no. He doesn't usually care one way or another. You know how Drew is. He speaks his piece and then he's done. He'll roll with my decision, whatever it happens to be."

      "Damn." He pressed his lips together for a moment. "If they're going to be bold enough to march on Aphelion, knowing who and what our allies are, you know they're bringing the big guns." He was quiet for a long moment that stretched out between them.

      "Are you saying we should run?"

      "I'm saying that we should be prepared. I'm saying we need Westwood to come up with some teleportation voodoo for everyone in case things go south. I'm not a coward, I'll fight whatever they throw at us, but retreat to keep the pack safe? It might be our only option."

      "You might be surprised to know that's what Drew said."

      "Well, wonders never cease."

      "Are you good for this? Are you a hundred percent?" Blake studied him.

      "Better than."

      "Your mate?"

      "Honestly? Distracted, but it'll be okay."

      "Are you trying to convince me or yourself?"

      "Both. She's fierce and strong, but she's still innocent in a strange way, too."

      "Yeah, I can see that about her. Tirigan will be a good ally to have."

      "Remus has vampires aligned with his cause and I'm sure he'll scare the piss and vinegar right out of anyone he could've recruited. Kumarin's no longer a threat."

      "Kumarin is in little pieces in a federal laboratory." Blake flashed a predator's smile.

      "Just desserts, I say. We should probably see what new toys David has prototypes for."

      "I'll leave that to you, little brother. Since you like to play in his laboratory."

      "Indeed, I do." he grinned. "Indeed, I definitely do."

      "I don't know how Warner did it. All those years at war. All that fighting. He kept us all safe. He kept Woolven Industries afloat. And he and Westwood raised us. Taught us all we know."

      "Are you feeling guilty for taking us to war, because you didn't take us to war. Grigori Remus did. You're doing what is right. What War and Westwood raised us to do."

      "It doesn't always feel like that."

      Parker had always known that the mantle of Alpha was a heavy one, but his brother seemed to bear it so effortlessly. As if it had been sewn just for his shoulders.

      "You're not just the Woolven Alpha, Blake. Your Randi's mate. Noah's uncle. My brother... you are the pack. The pack is you."

      "I am yours. You are mine," he said quietly.

      The same words they said to all those they loved.

      "So let's kill that motherfucker and get back to long days rolling in the grass and drinking by the pool, shall we?"
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      There'd been a shift in the air at Aphelion.

      Where once it had felt like a safe haven, there was a tension in the air. A weight that hung heavy around them all.

      They were mobilizing for war.

      And Belle was afraid.

      She was afraid for all the people at Aphelion who'd come to mean so much to her.

      She was afraid for Randi and the baby.

      Emmie and Noah.

      Drew and Warner.

      And Parker's crazy ass. Belle had seen firsthand the lengths he'd go to. She didn't quite know what to do with that kind of love. It terrified her more than the forthcoming war.

      She'd only just realized how much her father loved her, and it had been quite the shock to her world view. She'd never thought what he felt for her was love.

      Belle had gotten almost everything she'd ever wanted. It was so close, she could feel it. So close she was living it.

      But this war, it could take it all be taken away from her in a matter of moments.

      There was nothing she could do. This wasn't like when she thought Tirigan was chasing her. To stop him, all she had to do was leave. There was a firm, definitive action she could take that would change the course.

      With this, all she could do was stand and fight. She didn't know if it was enough.

      Belle didn't understand how humans did it, as much she wanted to live as one, she didn't know how they allowed themselves to love so wholly, so completely.

      To be human and to love was to know loss.

      Thinking about this time with Parker, she knew she wouldn't trade it for anything. Even if she knew going into it that it was going to...

      It would end. She would live forever, and Parker only had part of that forever.

      Then all that was left was darkness.

      Was the Asakku murder that would need a leader.

      A hand on her shoulder startled her and she bared her fangs. When she identified Randi, she felt sheepish.

      "A bit on the jumpy side, honey?" Randi maneuvered herself down into the chair next to her and closed her eyes. "The weather is perfect today. The sun is warm, the sky is blue and the breeze smells like that apple orchard on the next hill."

      Belle realized she'd come out to enjoy the sun, but she hadn't even noticed its warmth on her skin.

      "How do you do it, Randi?"

      "What do you mean?" The other woman stretched her legs and arms, and it reminded Belle of a cat.

      "Living with death."

      "I guess you could see it that way. But no one really knows what life is going to bring us, do we? You're hard to kill, but you can be killed. It's easy to see the what kind of loss the passage of time with bring us when that's all you've had for so long. The sure tick of the clock. Damn it, I want a truffle."

      A table appeared in front of them set for a lovely garden tea with Royal Albert Old Country Roses china. There were plates of truffles and a bloody mary with an actual bloody beef liver that had been filleted into bites and skewered with toothpicks that had little flags marked with a "w."

      Randi narrowed her eyes. "We can blame Parker for this."

      "Oh, how so?" She was rather delighted, actually.

      "He gave Blake the bright idea to have Westwood bespell the house to provide snacks whenever I asked for them. If I say it out loud, it shall appear."

      "That could be really handy." She reached over and picked up the drink.

      "I swear, I'm going to have twins. One is going to be a bouncing baby girl and the other is going to be a truffle baby."

      "That's never been a concern of mine. This reproducing thing with tiny versions of myself." She shook her head. "But I'm pretty sure that when you're making a whole other living being inside of yourself, you're entitled to as many truffles as you want."

      "I think it's a wolf thing. I'm actually not too big on chocolate. I like sour things, when I'm in the mood for a treat. But Noah?" She shook her head. "There's this cute little candy shop run by a sugar fairy down in the village and he actually crawled inside the display case."

      Belle laughed. "Oh my gods. He's so adorable, though."

      "The bigger versions aren't as cute. You should ask Parker about when Drew damn near lost his mind thinking Emmie had been hurt and that little sugar fairy was flinging chocolates at his snout to get him to cool off. Parker couldn't even tell the story without laughing so hard, I thought he was going to break something."

      "That poor little sugar fairy! She must've been terrified."

      "Gin is made of stern stuff, but I imagine so. I might've been a little afraid."

      "The people in the village, are they all like...us?"

      "Yeah. Woolven protects the village and gives nonviolent supes a place to live in relative safety. Hidden from human eyes."

      "This attack that's coming, how do we protect them?"

      "You're already Woolven to the core." Randi squeezed her hand. "They have their own defenses. The village will disappear from our world when the attack comes and it won't return until it's safe."

      "That's some pretty serious defense."

      "Westwood is kind of a genius. I adore her."

      "Me, too. She calls me child. I'm probably older than she is and I still like it."

      "I don't know that I'd ever ask that woman her age, but she might, actually, be older than you are. She was a witch when the world was new."

      "I don't know. Most people who are as old as I am aren't..." She looked for a delicate way to phrase it. "Well, they're brown people, like me. Or darker."

      She laughed. "Tirigan is awfully pale."

      "Yeah, all the melanin he ever had died a screaming death." She grinned. "It would be interesting to know, though. It was always thought that Ur was the first city. But as long as I've lived, there's so much I don't know."

      "I think Westwood is from another dimension. I'm pretty sure she committed some great sin to be sent here."

      "I can hear you," Eleanor Westwood said as she appeared in a seat across from them with a teacup in hand.

      Randi sniffed. "I never say anything about a person I wouldn't say to their face."

      Eleanor cackled, sounding a bit like the cliché of a wicked witch and she obviously knew it. "I'm not telling you my age. There are some things a witch just doesn't share."

      "What, is it like your true name and it gives us power over you?"

      "No, I'll just have to listen to age jokes from the boys, and I'll be busy chasing them all over Aphelion with a newspaper smacking their snouts when I have more important matters on my plate." She took a sip of her tea. "Really, ladies. With these wolves, you can't let anything slide. Not even once. You give them a little lead on that leash and they end up ravaging the countryside."

      "Okay, just tell me this one thing. I don't need exacts…are you older than me?"

      Eleanor just smiled. "I will only say that there are many more dimensions than this one."

      Belle nodded. "Okay, I can live with that."

      "If it actually offends you, I'll try not to call you child."

      "No, it's okay. It's kind of... nice. I never got to have a grandmother."

      In place of the matronly woman who smelled like vanilla and sugar suddenly sat a seductress with long black hair and bright red lips. She was so beautiful, it hurt to look at her.

      "Show off," Randi muttered.

      "It's okay if Grandmama looks like this, isn't it?"

      Belle laughed again. "You know, if I'd known you when I was a child, I'd have asked you to do that all the time. Switch back and forth. It's delightful."

      "It upsets Drew and Blake. Which is why I like to do it."

      "What about Parker?" Belle asked.

      "Oh, he's positively unfazed. As long as I keep giving him those little sugar cookies. Here, ladies." She produced two cookies that looked like little gourmet wolves. "Eat up. Randi, yours has everything your pup needs. And you, well, there's nourishment in yours that I've made from Tirigan's blood. It's been scrubbed of memories, so you should be fine. But it's like taking your vitamins."

      "A vampire on a vitamin regimen. Okay. Why not?" Belle shrugged. "Stranger things have happened."

      "I actually came to you both for a reason. There's no reason to panic, but--"

      "It's starting, isn't it?" Belle blurted around her bite of cookie. It was actually one of the most delicious things she'd ever put in her mouth, and she could tell her body would not only be able to process it, but it actually did nourish her. This woman was a genius.

      "Yes. You should go ahead and finish your tea, but then come in behind the walls. We need to talk strategy. Oh, look. Ondrej is making another pass around Aphelion." She pointed up.

      Belle saw her first real, live dragon.

      Then three more followed. One of them looked as if it had been fashioned from solid gold. She gasped. "They're so beautiful."

      "And deadly as fuck," Eleanor said. "Their Alpha fire will burn almost anything. So I've been working in my laboratory and keying some spells and potions to protect you. You'll have a distinct advantage if you can walk through dragonfire."

      Her stomach knotted in it on itself, and a prickling awareness skittered up her back like a hundred spiders. She tried to brush it off as only fear, but it was more than that. It was a sense of foreboding that seemed as solid as any of them sitting there. It had a place at the table.

      Something evil, truly evil, was coming.

      Eleanor looked up and their eyes met at the same time. The witch had felt it, too. She didn't know if she found that comforting or terrifying.

      "It's close. We should get behind the walls."

      Belle swallowed hard. There was so much she still wanted to say, so much she wanted to ask, but it all got stuck on her tongue like a tough piece of gristle.

      "Don't be afraid of yourself, child. I believe Parker gave you a piece of truth. Your monster is beautiful."

      "You heard that?" Her eyebrows shot up.

      Eleanor laughed. "No, he told me what you're struggling with. And, please don't be upset. He was looking for my advice for how to best help you."

      "I'm not angry." Her issues were probably obvious to all of them, anyway.

      "What you did in St. Louis was--"

      "An atrocity," she interrupted. "But I'd do it again."

      "As I expect you would. Human morality doesn't apply to us. When the Big Bad comes for those you love, we are capable of awful horrors. And it's best that the we don't let the Big Bad forget that. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, I always say."

      Black clouds began to gather overhead and lightning crackled around Westwood's fingers. "They've come for my boys. For my little loves. Do you think for one minute I would hesitate to unleash all the power of hell on anyone who tried to trespass here?" Westwood's voice was suddenly deeper and echoed with the power of the ages. It rattled the trees as the wind picked up in a fury. "Do you think I wouldn't burn their bones from the inside out and laugh while they roast alive? And do you think I will lose one bit of sleep over them? Their screams will be music I dance to on the sunny morning after."

      Her words brought something dark and dangerous to life inside Belle. The monster that she'd thought lived in her blood was awake, and she was hungry.

      "Yes, that's it. Come forth. Come stand with me, and we'll defend our home."

      Randi was equally affected and Belle watched as the warrior form overtook the pregnant woman. It was a thing of graceful beauty, horrible in its power, but awe-inspiring, too.

      She was all predator now, with a giant gaping maw filled with razor teeth dripping with venom.

      And yet, in her eyes, beneath that primal hunger, just like with Parker, she saw the essence of who she'd come to know as Randi.

      That was when Belle knew it was time to surrender.

      They were coming for everyone and everything she loved. They were going to take this from her, and the monster she was wouldn't allow it. Wouldn't sacrifice herself or those she loved for any idea of what was right and wrong.

      What was right was using her gifts, her power, to protect.

      And woe be unto any who crossed them.

      She surrendered to the blood hunger, she allowed the rage inside of her to boil over, to bring her own magic crackling to her fingertips as her fangs descended.

      Blood was in the air.

      It had been all along, but she'd trained herself not to smell it. Not to hunt.

      Her fingers had turned to claws and, as she looked down at her hands, she saw that her skin had blanched from sun-kissed and brown to a sickly pale color. She opened her mouth and roared.

      It wasn't the roar of a werewolf. It was the roar of a full-blooded Asakku calling her murder to join the hunt.

      The land around Aphelion would be stained with blood this day. Long after the walls of the place itself had crumbled dust, the stories of those who died here would be whispered of in the darkness.
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      Parker found Tirigan in the bowels of Aphelion. His red eyes glowed in the dark like twin comets.

      The effect was pretty fucking creepy.

      Even for a werewolf who was used to such things.

      "Damn, turn off your brights, man."

      "Man?" Tirigan snorted. "I'm a god. Your overfamiliarity displeases me."

      "At least I didn't call you Dad."

      Tirigan coughed. "And I can't end you. My daughter would never speak to me again."

      "Nope," Parker said cheerfully. "You're stuck with me."

      "Was there something you wanted, puppy?"

      He'd been called a puppy his whole life, so hearing it from this guy wasn't anything new. "Actually, there was."

      "Oh, hell, it's not one of those bonding things, is it? I don't like feelings. I have a hard enough time dealing with those I have for my own child. They're uncomfortable. I don't want to like you."

      "Yes, you do. Come on, it'll all be so much easier. Or, you know, you could get lucky. With Remus moving on Aphelion, I might die in the attack, and you'll be rid of me." He'd meant it to be cavalier, because that's how Parker dealt with things that were ugly and uncomfortable.

      But Tirigan was on him in an instant and all predator. He slammed him against the wall, hard, his fangs descended.

      "Don't say that. Don't even think it. I forbid it." His voice had taken on that quality of gargling glass again.

      "I thought you didn't like me?" Parker sniffed.

      "Bah. You know my daughter loves you, so I suppose I must love you, too."

      "Good. Glad we got that settled."

      Tirigan sniffed him.

      "Quit that. It tickles." Parker pushed him off.

      "You don't smell afraid. Are you really not afraid of me? I don't know how I feel about that. First David, now you. I'm losing it. It's time to go to ground. I can't even inspire fear and terror in the male chasing my daughter."

      "Uh," Parker began. He wasn't sure how or if he should correct him, but barged ahead anyway, because that was just Parker. "I've already caught her, I'm afraid."

      Tirigan growled and he sounded kind of like a werewolf.

      "Listen, I guess I wouldn't like it either. But here's the thing. This is what I wanted to talk to about. I'm not just some rando chasing sniffing after your precious cargo. She is my mate. My one true, okay? My forever."

      "That actually does make me feel a lot better. It explains why you did what you did in the alley, too. I don't want to eviscerate you… As much."

      "Has my brother talked to you about what's coming for us?"

      "Yes."

      "You don't have to stay. This isn't your fight."

      "Well, that's not what I expected you to say."

      "Well, you should. You know why? Because I want her safe. I don't know what they have in their arsenal. When this started, I was convinced I could protect her, but now I'm not so sure."

      "A wolf admitting he can't do something?"

      "Hey, I don't have time for Alpha preening bullshit. Not that Blake ever really preens, but you know what I mean. The only thing I care about is her saf—" Parker sensed there was something wrong. "Fuck. It's started."

      "What? How did you—?"

      That's when they heard it. The sound of a roar that was unlike any other. An Asakku battle cry.

      "There is no leaving now, Baby Woolven. There is only the battle to come. My daughter has chosen to her role."

      For the first time, he understood the allure of taking that choice away. Of locking her up so nothing could touch her. He knew she was strong. He knew she was capable. But that didn't matter. He needed to know she was safe.

      The panic must've shown on his face. "This is what you've fought for. This is what she's fought for. Now that I've given it, you doubt?"

      "I don't doubt her. I just..."

      "Then you do understand. Stop making me enjoy you, pup."

      With a laugh he didn't feel, Parker said, "Well, you know it'll make her happy if we get along."

      "Bah."

      "I guess it is time for that father-in-law bonding time. Nothing will make us closer than spilling blood together."

      "Indeed, puppy."

      Parker swallowed hard, and he wasn't sure he was ready to face this. It wasn't whatever Remus had brought to their door that made him afraid. It was losing the people he loved. It was the idea that anything could hurt them.

      He simply couldn't let that happen.

      Parker called to his beast, and he answered his mate with a roar of his own that shook the foundations.

      She'd let out her monster.

      And they were at war.

      Parker forgot about everything in that moment except joining the fight. He took the stairs two at a time and found that the world around him had exploded into a bloody battle.

      Strange, pale things crawled out of the earth and clawed toward the light. Magic filled the air as an army of witches broke down Aphelion's defenses.

      Wolves swarmed.

      The scent of blood was in the air as all hell broke loose.

      As he tore through the battle, he caught sight of Westwood.

      They'd gotten some kind of collar around her throat that blocked her magic, but it didn't matter. The earth split open and the Goblin King himself came to fight for his queen.

      Each place where one of the dead things crawled forth, a goblin followed with gnashing teeth and tearing claws.

      Parker knew the next wolf that came for him.

      They'd been friends in boarding school. The best of friends. Memories shot like a movie reel through his mind in quick succession.

      He and Markus hiding in the secret passages from the headmaster, who probably knew they were there all along.

      Sneaking out to run to the town to meet those pretty girls from the yacht club.

      Staying up all night studying for that Latin test that saved both of their GPAs.

      When his mother had been killed by a hunter.

      How on the night before graduation, they'd taken blades to their palms and swore a bond of brotherhood and sealed it in blood.

      But none of that mattered to him. It would scar a place in his heart, but when it was weighed against all he was fighting for, it was next to nothing.

      When Markus jumped, Parker did not hesitate to drive his claws up into the other wolf and gut him from belly to sternum.

      Something he shouldn’t have been able to do so easily.

      It was the mating bond with Belle.

      It had to be what had made him stronger.

      Or maybe it was his own belief in himself?

      His eyes tracked Belle, and she was fighting like the rest of them, but she was exquisite. She tore through the flesh and blood of all comers as if it was what she'd been made for, and perhaps she had. She was the perfect predator.

      The perfect killer.

      She did not need him.

      That was when he was grateful for his non-Alpha status.

      An Alpha couldn't live with a mate who didn't need him, but Parker? He had no problem with it. He kept thinking he had to be more, but he didn't. He was enough because she was more.

      Her eyes met his through a red hazy mist. She'd changed, not just by acknowledging her beast, but physically. It was as if she'd grown larger, her teeth sharper, and there were more of them.

      He found this incarnation of her beautiful, too.

      He smiled at her even as the red began to cover her eyes. His smile seemed to make her fight harder, more fiercly.

      Tirigan battled as well, ripping through the other vampires that had dared to come stand against him. He moved through them as if he were all blade, and they were nothing but soft butter.

      He found Randi, Emmie, and Drew, they were each holding their own. Even Maribella fought, wielding the special weapons David had in his arsenal.

      But that was when he saw Blake.

      Grigori Remus had led the charge himself.

      He had Blake surrounded by wolves, a makeshift fighting pit.

      The dragons rained fire down from above in wave after calculated wave, crisping those strange zombie creatures to dust.

      Warner transformed into his warrior form and launched himself inside the ring with Grigori and Blake.

      Parker fought his way over to them. The slashes and bites, the claws and talons, he felt none of it. He was aware when his body took damage, but it all seemed secondary.

      He had to get to his brother.

      Grigori wouldn't fight fair and Parker wasn't going to let them go it alone.

      Tirigan was suddenly in front of him. "What are you doing, boy?"

      "Going to my brother."

      "Remus will tear you limb from limb."

      "It'll be three of us against him. Four when Drew makes his way over," he managed in a deep voice.

      "He'll an ancient Alpha. A progenitor."

      Parker knew what that meant, but he couldn't let that matter. "I know."

      "Will you allow me to stand for Woolven?"

      "That's not up to me."

      "Do I have your permission to speak with your brother?"

      "This isn't—"

      "But it is my fight. My murder is on the way here as we speak. You are my daughter's chosen. And I owe you."

      "You owe me nothing."

      "Yes, that's how I'd like it."

      Parker gutted another one of those strange zombie-like things the dragonfire hadn't obliterated. Tirigan did the same to a nearby witch.

      Warner's howl was long, and loud and it rent the battle like nothing else. It wasn't the sound of a victory.

      It was the harbinger of death.

      His own.

      Parker leaped into the middle of the makeshift ring, and saw that Grigori Remus had ripped out his uncle's throat.

      He'd never minded blood.

      It had never upset or bothered him.

      He'd been too small to remember his parents' deaths.

      But now, with Warner on his back and all that bright red spilling out into the earth, it turned his stomach. Twisted up his guts.

      A cold hand squeezed his shoulder, and Tirigan stepped in front of him.

      "Grigori. It has been too long."

      "You have no horse in this heat, Tirigan. Go home."

      "Oh, but I do. My daughter has married this Woolven pup. So, you see, I have the only horse that matters."

      Blake didn't hesitate to let Tirigan speak. He didn't posture and demand deference. He was on his knees holding Warner's throat closed and calling for Westwood. The circle around them broke as Blake and Parker both retreated, dragging their uncle's cooling body.

      "I'll let you take the whelp and your daughter. The rest are mine," Grigori said.

      "I'm afraid that won't do."

      One of the dragons overhead blew a stream of fire that should've incinerated Grigori, but he only laughed. "Witches are the very best weapons, aren't they?"

      Suddenly, blue lightning crackled down from the sky and struck Grigori. The image of him split in two and melted away like an ice sculpture. A layer of the magic that had been protecting him.

      Another bolt struck him.

      Grigori's eyes shot to where Belle stood, and he bared his teeth.

      "Your daywalking daughter finally found her magic, did she? How many times do you think she can peel away my protections? Do you think she can do it before my horde takes her down?"

      All the wolves that had surrounded them ran hard for Belle.

      She didn't move.

      The lightning kept striking Grigori, and Tirigan made no move to aid his daughter.

      He knew this was his moment of truth. His choice. He had to choose in that single instant if it would be Belle or Warner.

      "Go," Blake said, giving him the absolution he needed.

      Parker erupted in a fury and that's when Tirigan launched himself at Grigori.

      Something in Parker changed then.

      He needed to be more.

      Not an Alpha, like he'd previously thought, but literally, more.

      Multiples. He needed to be in a hundred places at once and, suddenly, he was.

      The pain was surreal, more so than then even that silver grappling hook ripping out his heart. At least that had been quick.

      Every iteration of himself was another blade into some tender part of his body. But he didn't care. It didn't matter.

      All of the Parkers ripped and tore, chewed and clawed through the seemingly endless bags of flesh that tried to stand between him and those he loved.

      A majority of the Parkers formed a protective circle around Belle while she flung her magic at Grigori Remus and gave Tirigan the opportunity to rip out the wolf's throat.

      As soon as Remus was down, the battle came to a standstill, those of the Remus pack who were left surrendering.

      All of the copies of himself roared, bellowing his pain and rage to the skies.

      In that instant, a battered Westwood appeared. She was bleeding, she had a black burn mark around her neck where the collar had choked her.

      “It’ll be okay. Someone help me get Warner inside.”

      Parker howled again, emotion overwhelming him. The other versions of himself began to turn on each other, growling and snarling and they began to pair off, fighting.

      Every wound to any Parker was a wound to him.

      They were going to destroy him one piece at a time.

      He looked up at Belle and her eyes had gone clear and warm again. No red, no blood.

      “No, Parker.”

      “I can’t stop.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      As one tore the heart out of the other and it fell, dissipating into ash and shadow, blood began to flow from Parker’s nose.

      “Godsdamn it, you stop it. Don’t you fucking leave me, Parker Woolven. You promised.” She grabbed his face. “We didn’t go through all of this for it to end here.”

      He stumbled toward her. “It won’t end here. You’ll go on.”

      She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him so tightly, he was sure he heard one of his bones break. Which one, he wasn’t sure. Everything hurt. It didn’t matter. He wanted to feel her touch.

      “I won’t let you go. You’re mine.” She put her hands on his face and suddenly the cacophony of rage and pain was silent and still.

      The whole world stopped when her hands were on his face.

      “And you’re mine.”

      “Yes. Always. Forever.” She pressed her forehead against his. “Say it back.” Her nails dug into his shoulders, drawing blood. “Say it.”

      “Always. Forever.”

      But he didn’t feel always and forever. He felt… immediate. Momentary. His replicants began to fade, some of them flitting to nothing and others ramming themselves back into his body.

      Holy fucking shit, if he never had to do that again, he’d be happy.

      “I’ll cram each one of these back inside you myself, if I have to.”

      “Warner.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “My uncle. Give him one.”

      “No. You need them all.”

      “Belle. You put life back into me, once. Please, take one of these somehow, and give it to him. I can spare it.”

      She swallowed hard and he heard the break in her voice. “You don’t look like you can spare it.”

      “Before it’s too late.”

      “I love you, Parker. I don’t know how we’ll make it work, but I love you.”

      Parker crashed to his knees. “Promise. Me.”

      “I promise.”

      The world went dark.
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      The first thing she did when Parker opened his eyes was slap him hard. Relief and joy flooded her.

      “What the hell was that for?”

      “For trying to die. For not saying you loved me.”

      “I kind of thought the whole dying for you thing was declaration enough,” he grumbled. “Put your hands on my face again.”

      “No.”

      “What is this?”

      “You’re being punished.”

      “For what?”

      “Almost dying. Not. Cool. Twice in one week. That’s unacceptable, Parker. I won’t tolerate this in the rest of our long, long, long lives together.”

      He took her hand, and she let him, turning his cheek into her palm. He nuzzled.

      “I’m not scratching behind your ears.”

      “Oh, woman. There’s so much you won’t do. What will you do?”

      “Love you.”

      He smiled. “I like that. Say it again.”

      “No. You say it.”

      “I did. A whole bunch. I got tired of getting my teeth kicked in every time you reminded me this was a fake marriage.”

      “Fine. I love you, Parker.”

      “Aha! I got my way.”

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      “I had no plans.” He kissed her palm. “I love you, woman. More than my own breath.”

      “I guess I did know that.”

      “Tell me.”

      “That I love you?”

      “Yeah, I want to hear that all the time. But, Warner?”

      “Is in the tender care of his mate. He survived. Because you gave him that piece of your life force. I didn’t know you could do…what you did.”

      “Yeah, me either. I hope it was just a freak accident and never happens again.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, Parker. I might like it if you wanted to double time me.” She straddled him.

      “That’s it. I’m officially in hell. I’m too wounded to even think about an erection and you drop this one me. Yeah, I already died. This is hell.”

      She laughed and looked down at his face. The one she wanted to see until the stars burned to the nothing and the sun blinked out of existence. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Actually,” he said, grabbing her hips. “It doesn’t matter. Anywhere that you are, I want to be.”

      “Even if it meant going to the Asakku for a while? My father needs me. I know your family needs you—”

      “You. You are my family. I am yours. You are mine. This pack is yours, and you belong to it, even though you also belong to another.”

      “Really? You’d come with me? A dog among leeches?”

      “Anywhere you go, I go.”

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Blake said from the doorway.

      “We were getting nowhere fast,” Parker drawled.

      She slid down on the covers next to him.

      “I guess you’re going to Egypt?” Blake said.

      “Isn’t it hot there?”

      “The sun is amazing.”

      “Listen, I’m not a cold blooded thing like you. I have fur. Goddess, this is going to suck,” he sighed.

      But Belle knew he was only bellyaching to bellyache. He would go wherever she went. He’d hold her up when she fell. He’d let her stand on her own. He was her foundation.

      And she was his.

      “Can you spare me, Blake?”

      “You brought us something much more valuable than the Nevada mineral rights. You brought us Tirigan and a victory in this war. We took some heavy losses, but nothing like the massacre we would’ve faced without Tirigan. I’d say you can do whatever you want. So will the board. Get some rest, brother.”

      “How’s Randi?” he asked.

      “Eating truffles, of course. Everyone’s fine. Just worry about getting better. I love you, brother.”

      “I love you.”

      Belle was touched by the emotion that passed between them, and she couldn’t resist adding her own brand of teasing.

      “I love you, too, brother,” she grinned.

      But to her surprise, Blake came over to the bed and dropped a kiss on her forehead. “You too, little sister.” He headed toward the door, but turned back to them. “We all know what needs to be done for a healing. So you should get started, but try to keep it down. Tirigan doesn’t need to hear all of that. He’s all jacked up on ancient werewolf blood and doesn’t need any encouragement.”

      “Where is my father?”

      “He and David are working in his laboratory.”

      “They’ve been spending a lot of time together,” she said.

      “I think it’s a good thing,” Parker said.

      “I’m sure it is.”

      Blake closed the door behind him.

      “So you think maybe we should get started on that healing? I’m ready for the fairytale, Parker. You basically promised me happy ever after, and I want it. I’m calling in your chips.”

      “True Vegas style, eh?”

      “Yeah. And in true Vegas style, if you back out now…”

      “You’ll break my legs?” he offered.

      “Something.”

      He flinched. “Can’t have that.”

      She cupped his face and the energy began to flow freely between them. She could feel it now, the way her power filled him up. The way his essence did the same for her. “No, we definitely can’t.”

      “But you know what we can have?”

      “You better say an ending better than a fairytale. You better say it doesn’t have to end.”

      “That’s the problem with being mated to such a beautiful, powerful, creature.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You take all my best lines.” He kissed her knuckles. “You take all my best everything, because that’s all I ever want to give you. Always. Forever.”

      She bent her face down close to his, her lips barely touching his mouth.

      “Wait, so every time I injure myself, I’ll get sex?”

      Belle didn’t want to laugh, but she did anyway. “No. Maybe you shouldn’t get it now. I wouldn’t want to condition you to think dumbassery is a rewardable thing.”

      “Um, excuse me. Bravery.”

      “Dumbassery.” She said while kissing him.

      He flipped her on her back and cringed as another version of himself appeared next to them. “Damn it, that hurts.”

      “See, dumbassery.”

      The second Parker moved in behind her. “We say we should get this reward no matter what.”

      “Parker!”

      “What?” they both answered. “You said you wanted—”

      “Maybe it’ll be double the healing power. But look, this isn’t going to be an every night thing.”

      “Just weekends,” second Parker said.

      “Holidays,” she said. “Maybe just your birthday.”

      “Maybe just your birthday,” Parker said.

      He was getting stronger by the second as was her surety that this was everything she never knew she could have. Everything she’d fight to her last breath to keep.

      Monsters could have happy ever afters, too.
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