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Prologue
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The world came apart not from an invasion or war, but from a silent plague that had decimated those who had once ruled. What was left behind were small bands of humans, mutants, and shifters. The wolf shifters had been the first to assert their dominance on the global food chain.

Technology had mostly been lost, overrun, or destroyed. Wolf packs had returned to a more medieval system as alphas exerted their dominance and ruled as they had more than a thousand years before.

* * *
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Gareth, Alpha of Ravenscar, crawled onto his bed growling seductively at his mate. He worked his way up from her feet so that his body was parallel over hers, and she opened her eyes, locking gazes with him. Ever so slowly, he lowered himself on top of her, parting her thighs with his own as he lined up his cock with her sheath. He reached underneath her to hold her buttocks in his hands, tilting her hips into perfect alignment with his now throbbing shaft, and sank gently into her wet heat.

Her body arched up into his, clinging to him as he began plunging into her, thrusting in and out and savoring her response. He had missed this while she was in confinement and then recovering from the birth of their firstborn, a glorious daughter with hair the color of her mother’s—born of a knot and destined for greatness. His mate nibbled his collarbone as he relentlessly plundered her. Feeling her contract all up and down his staff, he drove into her with long, hard strokes. Gareth recognized her need, as he too basked in the fire of their reunion. It was almost as if the flames from each of their souls rose above them and danced together in perfect harmony and rhythm.

Gareth understood, as she orgasmed again, her nails digging into his back as her legs intertwined with his, that everything that had come before was nothing. His whole existence had led him to this moment with her. In the beginning, his need to mark and claim his mate had been overwhelming. He had not asked for, or received, her consent and she didn’t hate him for it. She gloried in their singularity. Their souls were no longer separate entities; they existed only to complete each other.

Harder and faster he pummeled her pussy as she began to experience one climax after another until they morphed into a single long, drawn-out orgasm that had her writhing beneath him. He held her close, not allowing her to move, as he fucked her relentlessly. Before her, he had always hated the dark, cold winter nights at Ravenscar that seemed to last forever. Now he looked forward to them as he was most often locked in an intimate embrace—knotted to his fated mate.

“Gareth,” she screamed as she climaxed again.

He let his control slip as he began to strive for his own gratification. He felt his cock swell as it filled with cum before he began spilling himself in her as she purred in sexual satisfaction. He nuzzled her and captured her mouth, bruising her lips with his as his cock throbbed and twitched, spurting out the last drops of his essence. Her ability to enflame him and then quench his desire for her seemed to know no bounds.

Gareth rested on her body. He had no interest in withdrawing from her. His need to be buried deep within her was as profound as his need to keep his spirit bound with hers. She snaked her arms around his neck, joining her body more closely to his as she rubbed her nipples against his chest. Gareth could feel them becoming stiff. He reached under her, grasping her haunches as he rolled to his back, exchanging their positions so that she rested on top of his body.

She nipped his earlobe and whispered, “You are mine, Alpha of Ravenscar... mine.”

He rumbled his pleasure at her response; his fulfillment was complete as she lay in his arms.

“Aye, Mistress of Ravenscar, that I am.”
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Chapter One



[image: image]


Two years previous

For centuries, those at Ravenscar had run as a pack in wolf form. Gareth stood on the outcropping of rock in the North Sea, the crashing ocean at his back and the majority of his pack frolicking in the surf or stretched out under the warm sun. With the uncertainty of the current age, the need for armed guards to ensure their safety had been increased. Gareth had been forced to limit the number of warriors who ran with the pack at any one time. Half would participate, while the others stayed at their posts or were on patrol. But still, it did all of them good to shift and race through the fields and along the shoreline.

“Gareth!” Tyler, his omega, called.

Alerted by the fact that Tyler was in human form, Gareth caught the eye of Ruari, his beta; both shifted to human form and headed toward Tyler. As he slogged through the surf, Gareth stopped to reassure his pack members with a kind word, a benign smile, or a benevolent touch that they should continue to enjoy themselves.

“Trouble?” he asked as he reached Ruari and Tyler.

“I’m afraid so. We’ve had word from Alaric...” started Tyler.

“Did the bitch run him through?” Ruari asked with a laugh.

Gareth couldn’t help but smile. Rumor had reached them that his brother, Alaric, had chosen to mate Rowan, the renegade she-wolf at Calon Onest, who had proclaimed herself alpha there, instead of the younger, more biddable sister. He didn’t discount the tale as Alaric had never been one to take the easy path.

“No,” said Tyler, shaking his head, “but Edwyn of Chepstow marches toward them with an army at his back.”

Edwyn’s brother had been beheaded by Rowan, his brother’s mate, before Alaric had laid claim to her and the stronghold on the coast of Wales.

“Not all that surprising considering the girl killed his brother,” said Ruari.

“I’m not convinced the Council or Edwyn ever wanted Alaric to be all that successful. Rowan led her pack and her men into battle successfully for several years...” mused Gareth.

“A woman in battle, bah!” spat Ruari. “She needed to be claimed and mated before her father’s corpse had a chance to grow cold.”

“I’m not sure that would have been as easily done as some might believe,” said Tyler. “Be that as it may, Alaric has asked for our assistance.”

“Which he will have,” replied Gareth decisively. Turning to Ruari, he continued, “Let’s get the pack back to the house and begin to formulate a strategy. We will gather our men and arms and plan to leave at dawn tomorrow. Tyler, send a messenger back to Alaric on a fresh horse to let him know we ride to his assistance. It’s time the Council realized that both Ravenscar and Calon Onest are forces to be recognized and respected. If they cannot learn to do so, then they will learn to fear us.”

* * *
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Sloan was still feeling the residual effects of the spanking she had received from Tristan, the pack’s beta, as Edwyn marched on Calon Onest. Sloan had aided their mistress in leaving the castle to ride for help, even though she was forbidden to do so. She exited the kitchen, running into Tristan.

“Sloan, are you finished with your tasks in the kitchen?”

Feeling a bit awkward, Sloan replied, “Yes, Beta...”

“It’s okay, Sloan,” said Tristan reassuringly, “Once you accepted responsibility for your actions and have been punished for them, everything was reset. There’s no need to feel embarrassed or upset.”

“Yes, Beta,” she said, feeling more sure of herself. “What else can I do to be of help?”

“Just go to bed and get some rest. We’ll need you tomorrow.”

Sloan watched Tristan’s broad, muscular back as he walked away and thought how attractive she found Alaric’s beta when he wasn’t angry with her or beating her ass. Shaking her head, she started back to her room. She spied Rowan coming down the main stairs.

“Ro? What are you doing running around here in the middle of the night dressed only in Alaric’s shirt?”

“I need to get to the stables and get out of here. Alaric thinks he’s going to send us off to safety. You will need to go with Arielle, but I will not abandon my home, my people, or my mate.”

“Wait, Ro! There are horses in the back barn. They haven’t been used in the past week. Get one of them. I’ll find some breeches and boots for you, as well as a sword.”

Rowan grinned at Sloan. “You’ll end up over Tristan’s knee for this.”

“I didn’t die the last time. And it was always bound to happen again,” she said, returning the grin.

The two women, one human and one she-wolf, had been friends for years, long before Alaric had claimed Rowan as his mate. Rowan had successfully led their pack for a number of years after her father’s death. Sloan had served her then and hoped to be allowed to continue to do so.

Rowan sprinted toward the back barn as Sloan rushed toward the laundry to find her something more suitable to wear. Whatever Rowan was planning, Sloan knew she would need her help. She was in luck; a pair of Rowan’s own breeches and a pair of her boots along with a corset had just been cleaned. She grabbed them and quietly made her way to the council chamber just off the main keep.

There, at the back of the room, was Rowan’s father’s sword. She took it from its place of honor and made her way to the back barn. Sloan had never known Rowan’s sire, but she believed he would have looked down kindly on her having retrieved it to give to his daughter.

Sloan was glad to discover, as she entered the barn, that Rowan had her horse ready and would only need a few moments to get dressed. She helped her into her corset, tightening the stays so that they could do their job while still allowing her breathing room. Sloan stood holding the stallion while Rowan put on her boots and placed the sword in the scabbard attached to her saddle.

They heard shouting and clamoring coming from the main keep.

“They’ve discovered you’re gone,” said Sloan. “I don’t know that they’ll think of the sally port at the southwest corner. Finish getting dressed and then head there. I’ll wait and get it swung open so you can gallop through. Be quick. Be safe.”

“Safe only until Alaric gets his hands on me. Stay with Arielle and take care of each other.”

Sloan nodded and headed for the exit Rowan would use. Tristan sounded the alarm when he found Rowan. She watched as Rowan rode straight at him before knocking him out of her way at the last moment. Rowan galloped toward Sloan, veering off momentarily to grab a bow and quiver of arrows. Sloan threw open the gate to the sally port and felt the brush of power that was the charging horse as they burst through the opening. Once they were clear, she closed it behind them.

She turned to face an angry Tristan, who had managed to regain his feet, as he grabbed her by the arm and started toward Rowan’s very angry mate. Alaric called for Rowan and Sloan felt the peripheral edge of the alpha wave meant for his mate.

“I’m sorry, Alpha. She knocked me down and got past me,” Tristan said.

“You!” Alaric thundered at Sloan, who would have been knocked flat by the angry alpha wave now directed at her had Tristan not been holding her up. “Bryan!” he called to his omega.

“Yes, Alpha.”

“You will take this miscreant, Rowan’s sister, and a small company of men and head for the ships. Make them ready to sail for Ravenscar. Gareth’s people know you and will take you in. Have Lucien get the rest of the women and children loaded. Send enough men that they can man the boats, be ready to weigh anchor and get them to safety if need be. Tristan, send two men to see if they can’t find my mate. If they can, get her to the boats; I don’t care if they have to hogtie her to do it.”

Knowing that his orders would be followed, Alaric stormed off. Once they were out of earshot of their alpha, Tristan stopped and turned to Bryan.

“Get Arielle and the other women and head down to the boat. Before this one gets on board, she and I are going to come to a meeting of the minds about appropriate behavior for female pack members.”

Sloan hated the way Bryan grinned at him.

“Yes, Beta. We will be at the boat when you have finished seeing to her punishment,” Bryan responded before heading back to the keep.

Turning to Sloan, Tristan said angrily, “Explain yourself, human.”

“Rowan seemed very intent on leaving. As I have always done so in the past, I helped her in whatever way she needed.”

He growled and pulled her to him. “You’d best pray to whatever gods you believe in that your actions do not cause any harm to befall our mistress.”

Tristan turned on his heel and began to drag a very reluctant Sloan back toward the stables.

Although she had made light of it to Rowan, she was not looking forward to finding herself face down over Tristan’s knee again. She tried to resist being urged forward, but the pack’s beta was far too strong and far too determined. He seemed to grow tired of her trying to dig her feet in to make a stand and turned back to her, tossing her over his shoulder before she could do anything at all to stop him.

While it was very infuriating being flung over his shoulder and carried upside down, Sloan’s main concern was for what he planned to do once he put her down. Her only consolation was that Tristan’s strap was, she presumed, still up in the main keep.

Sitting down on a bale of hay, Tristan pulled her across his hard thigh, rucked her skirt up to her waist, pushed her knickers to her knees and bared her bottom. He trapped her legs between his and positioned her so that her ass was the highest point of her body.

“I don’t know what the hell you were thinking, Sloan, but when I’m done with you, you will think twice before helping Rowan in any more of her wild schemes,” scolded Tristan as he raised his hand and brought it down on her backside with a resounding whack.

“Bastard,” she yelped.

“Not hardly, but also not relevant. I understand you haven’t been pack for very long and that in this pack, females have not been disciplined appropriately, but that ended the day our alpha took Rowan to mate.”

Tristan began to spank her and reignite the burn he had given her when she and Rowan had tried to escape several days before. Alaric had claimed Rowan and Calon Onest despite Rowan’s unwillingness to acknowledge his claim. Tristan had taken his strap to her that time and had left raised marks that had continued to be uncomfortable. Now he swatted them, giving the new spanking the added benefit of the previously inflicted one. Sloan kicked her legs as best she could and tried to squirm away, but the beta of the Calon Onest pack continued to steadily rain blows down on her behind.

Sloan bit her lip and tried not to give him the satisfaction of either crying or at least begging him to stop, but the increasing strength of the strikes he was delivering began to erode her resolve rather quickly.

Tristan was right. Finding herself face down over a man’s knee was new to her. The fire that spread across her backside was intense and not something she’d ever had to endure. Her time with Rowan’s pack had not been under male domination and Rowan had forbade the women of her pack being subjected to any kind of physical punishment. Sloan knew her face was getting red but knew her backside was becoming an even deeper hue of that color as Tristan’s hand descended relentlessly all across her bottom before including her upper thighs and sit spots. As he engaged the latter two, she yowled in pain.

“Tristan, shit! That hurts, damn it! Stop!”

“That, little girl, is not the way to ask your beta to think about curtailing the punishment you have earned yourself. I suggest you learn to behave before Alaric decides you’d be better off with a mate to see to your unruliness.”

“Rowan would never let him force me into a pairing...”

“She would have little to say about it. It is not Rowan who is alpha here; it is Alaric and he alone will decide what will serve you and the pack best. Rowan is having enough trouble staying on her mate’s good side and off of his knee. I ought to take my sword belt to you and stripe the backs of your thighs and sit spots. But as you go from here to the boat, I’ll let this be the end of it, provided you apologize right now.”

The idea of apologizing for something she wasn’t sorry for rankled, but she had learned the last time that it was best to take advantage of any opportunity given to get Tristan to curtail a spanking.

“I’m sorry, Beta.”

Tristan surprised her by chuckling. “But for what, I don’t think I’ll ask as I highly doubt it is helping Rowan. This had best be the last time I have to put you over my knee for it, understood?”

“Yes, Beta,” she said, trying to sound contrite.

The first trip over Tristan’s knee had taught her to refer to him as sir or beta when being scolded or punished and to not try to get up until he told her she could do so. He let her lay a minute longer before helping her to her feet and tucking her skirt into the sash around her waist. Tristan knelt down and helped her out of her knickers, tossing them over his shoulder before pointing her toward a corner of the barn.

“Go stand in the corner.”

She reached up for the dress and was rewarded with two more hard swats—one to each cheek.

“No, little girl, you leave your skirt tucked up in your belt. If you behave, I may put it back down before taking you to the boat. Otherwise, like your mistress, you can have your very red bottom put on display as we go. Although that might not be a bad idea as it could lead some to consider you as a mate... a pretty backside can do that to a man.”

“It doesn’t seem to have done anything for you,” she snarled as she went to stand in the corner. The humiliation of having her skirt raised up around her waist and her bottom on display was perhaps even more galling than the pain of the spanking.

“No, it doesn’t. Although that tone makes me think perhaps Alaric had the right idea when he carried Rowan over his shoulder so that all could see she had been well disciplined.”

Concerned that he might make good on his threat, Sloan pleaded, “Please, Beta, don’t.”

She hated the sound of whining in her voice. Since joining Rowan’s pack, before Alaric had assumed the role of alpha, Sloan had enjoyed her freedom. She had done as she chose, whenever she chose, without so much as a by your leave from anyone. But the ability to do whatever she pleased with no consequences had evaporated the moment Rowan was forced to become Alaric’s mate. Sloan had begun to question whether she could live with the new reality... or whether she even wanted to.

Nevertheless, at this time she had no choice but to do as Tristan directed and stand in the corner. Being forced to face the wall like a naughty child was humiliating. Tristan made Sloan stand there as several men came and went getting horses and equipment.

Although nothing was said by the men, Sloan could feel their stares and hear their muffled chuckles. She squared her shoulders and gave a small, defiant shake of her head.

As she started to turn around, Tristan growled quietly, “Unless you’d like another taste of my strap, you keep that nose in the corner.”

“They’re laughing at me.”

“No, they are enjoying both the view and seeing you being put in your place.”

“And what place is that?’ she asked angrily.

“Right now, standing in the corner as I told you to do.”

Sloan knew Tristan was not one to make idle threats. Stomping her foot and exhaling loudly, she forced herself to do as she was told, despite all her inclinations to do otherwise. Being made to do something contrary to her nature, or be punished, was at the very heart of her questioning whether or not she wanted to remain at Calon Onest.

Lost in her own thoughts, Sloan jumped when Tristan spoke standing right behind her.

“You have a great deal to recommend you as a mate, Sloan. You are beautiful, strong, intelligent, and loyal. A man could do a lot worse. But you are right, I doubt Alaric would see you paired against your will with anything less than a fated mate. Alas, I do not feel called to you.”

“Is that how you justify his treatment of Rowan? That somehow she was always fated to be his?”

“Aye. And if Rowan is being honest with you, she’d tell you she knows it to be true as well.”

Realizing that she could make no headway with this argument, she asked softly, “Tristan? Can a wolf mate with a human?”

“Yes. But it is better to plan for her to be turned than to have her bitten in the midst of passion, although it can be managed either way. Would you object to being turned?”

“I don’t know. I’ve thought about it. In some ways it would be easier, but I often wonder if I really want to leave my humanity behind... or even be part of a pack.”

“The decision to be pack is no longer yours. That decision was made when Rowan took you in. And if you have no wish to be turned, you’d best make sure not to catch the eye of an alpha. Alphas always mark their mates and that would result in you being transitioned. Think you can behave, or do I need to humble you as our alpha did our mistress?”

“No, Beta. I can behave.”

“All right then,” he said, untucking her skirt. “Let’s go down to the boats. Arielle should already be aboard.”

“So, he means to send us away?”

“Alaric means to put all of the women and children on board so if this thing goes badly, our men can get you to safety. Come on,” he said, stretching out his hand to her.

Together they walked down to the boat. Sloan had to admit that once Tristan had seen to punishing her, he was very kind and solicitous.

Arielle ran to her as they boarded. “Sloan? Are you all right? Where is Rowan?”

“Rowan felt there was something she had to do. She’s going to stay behind.”

She snuck a glance at Tristan, who smiled and nodded. Bryan bowed slightly in deference to Arielle’s position as Rowan’s sister and motioned toward the stairwell that would lead them to their cabin. Sloan linked her arm through Arielle’s and followed him below.
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Chapter Two
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It had been a hard push across Britannia from Ravenscar to get to the point where they were closing in on Calon Onest on the coast of Wales. Gareth only hoped they’d be there in time. If not, he would make Edwyn of Chepstow pay and would consolidate his brother’s pack with his own.

He heard the outriders approaching even before Ruari joined him. He turned in the saddle to see two of his men accompanying a mahogany-haired beauty atop a white stallion. She came to a halt as she drew alongside him.

“And who might you be, pretty thing? Some kind of urchin on a well-bred charger with a sword and bow? You ought to be at your mate’s side minding the home fires,” said Gareth, looking her over appreciatively.

The she-wolf growled, and Gareth felt her push an alpha wave at him. Taken aback, he snarled, “Best you settle down, little wolf, lest you find yourself across the front of my saddle getting your fanny paddled for such behavior. I am Gareth, Alpha of Ravenscar.”

She raised her chin defiantly. “Good, then you are who I seek. You should know that your brother finds knotting me far more effective in quelling my unseemly conduct. I am Rowan of Calon Onest... your brother’s fated mate.”

Gareth started to laugh. “So, the rumors are true? My brother mated the wildcat of the Welsh coast! I thought he meant to marry your sweet sister. No wonder there’s to be a war. You must have put him in a foul mood. He’ll welt you good when I return you to him.”

“Unless you get your ass in gear, Gareth, there may be nothing to return me to. He means to meet Edwyn on the battlefield and we’re outnumbered.”

“Bloody, noble fool. Always the warlord, rarely the alpha.” Gareth’s bantering tone was gone.

Rowan growled again. Apparently, his brother had yet to teach his mate proper behavior.

“Mind your manners, sister dear, or my brother will need to find soft pillows for your backside when he climbs back between your legs. I take it Alaric did not give you permission to come on this bold, but dangerous errand.”

“He didn’t say no... but then I didn’t ask,” she rejoined in a teasing manner.

Gareth laughed again. “Now I have to save him. I can’t wait to see how he deals with you. I’ll have a small company of men take you back to Ravenscar. He can fetch you home when we have defeated Edwyn. Perhaps his temper will have had time to cool off.”

“Are you not paying attention? He’s outnumbered. He needs all of your men. Besides, I’m the only one who knows this country and knows how to get between Edwyn and Alaric on two sides and then flank Edwyn after he passes through. But we’ll need to ride hard,” she said.

Gareth watched as Rowan turned her horse and spurred him into a gallop, calling back over her shoulder, “If you think you can keep up, brother, you’d best come along.”

Ruari grinned at him. “I want pick of the litter from that cross.”

“Sweet Jesus, why couldn’t he have picked the easy one...” sighed Gareth.

“Perhaps he left her for you, Alpha.”

Gareth shook his head. This was a conversation he was tired of debating. He understood Ruari’s point of view as beta—Gareth needed to mate and sire heirs and daughters, but the topic was both painful and frustrating. Frustrating as he knew Ruari was right. And painful as he carried guilt for the death of both his mate, Eloise, and the child she had tried to give birth to.

“Don’t start on me, Ruari. I tried taking a mate. Eloise was everything a mate should be and yet we lived very separate lives. The only thing I ever did for her was give her a child, the birthing of which killed them both.”

“It was never meant to be, Gareth. But you must mate again... especially now that Alaric has taken a mate and is alpha to his own pack.”

Gareth looked up; Rowan had not slowed down. “Christ, we’d best go catch up with her. If she gets hurt, my brother will end up with two estates... right after he kills me.”

They signaled the men they would be moving swiftly. Gareth and his men charged after her.

“About damn time,” she challenged them as they crested the top of the hill. “That path there will take you around these foothills and bring you in alongside a river. Edwyn’s men will be riding along that river. Gareth, take half your men and head that way. I’ll take the other half and go around to get to the other side. It’s not as straightforward so I’ll need to lead them.”

Gareth reached out and snatched her horse’s rein.

“You, my sister, will ride with me and will show me the way. My beta will take the rest of the men. And when we close your trap on Edwyn, assuming it actually works, you will be with my standard bearers and stay out of the fray.”

“Don’t be an ass, Gareth. I’ve led men into battle before... on this very ground. And I won.”

Gareth tamped down his temper. His brother’s mate was in need of a good welting.

“Ass and alpha I may be,” he said, “but I am first and foremost Alaric’s brother and will keep his fated mate safe regardless of what she thinks.”

“We don’t have time to argue. Do what you want.”

She brought the bow down on his hand, forcing him to loose the rein. The she-wolf was even more misbehaved than the rumors led him to believe.

“I’m going to try and get behind Edwyn so he is trapped between us,” she said.

Rowan turned her horse and galloped off; Gareth called to his men to do as she said before he charged after her.

As he rode up alongside her, he said, “I am going to ask that he allow me to see him punish you.”

“He’ll probably let you. Maybe that’ll give you reason enough to quit fucking around and help,” she said as she wheeled her horse away.

The girl was incorrigible. He truly wondered if any amount of welting or knotting could make her into a proper mate. He hadn’t loved Eloise, but at least she had known her place. Apparently, the hellion Alaric had taken to mate was far worse than her reputation had hinted.

Keeping up with Rowan was not as easy as he had expected. She signaled them to slow and then to stop. When she dismounted and crept toward the hillside, Gareth did the same. There was an outcropping of rock from which they could spy Edwyn of Chepstow and a large army moving toward Calon Onest.

Gareth looked up to see the rest of his men already in position on the other side of the river. He motioned Rowan back to his men, and she swung up onto her horse. He took hold of the rein once more.

“You will stay with my standard bearers.”

She snatched the rein away before charging. Gareth shook his head. He really meant to see his brother welt her; she was in desperate need of it. Gareth mounted his horse and beckoned his men forward. He would have to trust that Rowan had the skill on the battlefield she was reputed to have.

Gareth watched and waited, hidden from Edwyn’s army. The army of men filed through the narrow chasm between the two huge burial mounds that were extensions of the naturally occurring foothills. Once they were through and just getting to the top of the hill, Gareth had his men join ranks to cut off their escape and make ready to charge their flank.

He heard Edwyn’s trumpeter and the cheer of his men as they looked down the hill toward Alaric’s men. They would use their position on higher ground to try and rout the men of Calon Onest. Gareth knew his brother. If Alaric was exposing his army on lower ground in an open field, he too had plans and Gareth was willing to bet that Alaric’s men were far more experienced than Edwyn’s.

Without sounding a trumpet, Gareth’s men formed ranks and charged. He’d lost sight of Rowan. Christ, if she was Alaric’s fated mate, younger brother or no, Alaric would kill him if she was seriously hurt. He chuckled; seriously hurt by anyone other than Alaric himself. But Gareth did know Rowan by reputation; she was said to be deadly in battle.

The company of charging horses created a thundering sound. The sound alerted Edwyn’s troops at the back of the formation that they’d been flanked moments before they were run through. Gareth had a brief glimpse of Rowan cutting a man in two as she galloped into the maelstrom. He had to admit his brother’s mate was magnificent. He shook his head and marveled at his brother’s tenacity to take a warrior like her to his bed. Although he rather imagined having her capitulate and surrender might be well worth the risk.

The sound of the dying and defeated, as well as the smell of blood and taste of dust filled Gareth’s senses for the next hour. The battle was short but decisive. Many of Edwyn’s troops showed their cowardice as they fled the field, some in their wolf form, once their defeat was certain.

Surveying the devastation of the invading army before him, Gareth was certain that Alaric would have prevailed with or without him. There were few injuries received by the defending army—some severe, but none mortal.

Spotting Alaric, Gareth spurred his horse forward. The two men greeted each other briefly. Gareth watched Alaric scan the bloodied ground all around them. He was quite certain he saw him breathe a sigh of relief when he spotted Rowan standing alone on a hillside.

“I have no words,” started Alaric.

“None are needed. See to your mate, brother. She is in desperate need of your attention, some of which ought to be disciplining her to the point she cannot ride astride.”

Alaric grinned at him. “Your words of advice are well taken.”

Gareth watched as Alaric rode to her side. Without a word, Alaric leaned across, cupped her head in his bloodied hand and drew her to him. He captured her mouth with an intensity fueled by anger, need, and the lust that always accompanied a triumphant conquest. Gareth smiled, as he saw Rowan return his brother’s depth of feeling. Perhaps his brother had made a wiser choice than he had initially believed.

Ruari rode up beside him. “As I said, pick of the litter.”

“You’ll be far too old and had best look to finding a mate before then,” joked Gareth.

“Perhaps, but as Alaric has chosen the warrior, that leaves the younger sister available for you to consider taking to mate.”

Gareth glared at him. “It’s too soon.”

“It has been almost a year, and everyone knows it was a political match and not a fated or even loved one. I do not say this to be harsh or critical, Alpha. But you need to mate and provide for the continuance of your line.”

They were interrupted as Alaric’s beta, Tristan, joined them.

“Alaric has asked that I see you back to the castle.”

“So, he will leave his mate to take Edwyn’s sword and allow Edwyn to retire from the field?” asked Ruari.

Tristan grinned. “I fear our alpha does not have the courtly manner of yours. He’s having one of our captains escort Edwyn to the dungeons at Calon Onest.”

“And what will my brother be doing?”

“Seeing to his mate. While happy to see that she still breathes, he is not as keen on the idea of her sitting.”

All three men laughed and turned toward Calon Onest.

* * *
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Word of Alaric’s victory reached the ships quickly, but Alaric’s men would not allow the women to leave until they were assured it was safe. Sloan remained aboard helping the women and children into the longboats to get to shore. Finally, Bryan helped her into the last of the boats.

“They’re all safe?” asked Sloan.

“All of our men as well as Gareth’s will live. Some will need time to recover, but none will succumb to their wounds.”

“That’s good. So, Rowan got to them in time?”

“Aye. But you should know, our winning was never in doubt. Gareth arriving merely meant it was done more quickly and with less loss of blood on our part.”

“What happens now? To me...”

“You were punished before coming aboard. Not only has your behavior been exemplary since doing so, but I have watched you help calm people’s fears and help with anything you could turn a hand to. Depending on Alaric’s mood he might further scold you, but I believe your backside is out of danger and you will be allowed to join the celebrations.”

“If it’s all the same to you,” she said, “I’d prefer trying to get a bath ready for Rowan. She always wanted to be able to soak after a battle.”

Bryan hugged her to him. “That would be very thoughtful. I will have the tub sent up while you start heating the water.”

Once they had reached the castle, Sloan began seeing to it that a tub was prepared for Rowan and that clean sheets were made ready for her bed. Sloan grinned as she worked. More than one of the household staff had made note that the sheets of the alpha’s bed were changed more often than ever before. Even when the bed just needed making, it clearly showed that more than sleeping had occurred the previous night.

Sloan was somewhat startled when Alaric entered their chambers with Rowan in his arms. She had heard nothing as they entered the keep. The tub was almost full.

Alaric thanked her and then asked, “Can you look after her once I get her in the tub?”

“I’d be happy to, Alaric. I take it she isn’t hurt?”

He grinned at her sheepishly. “She wasn’t injured in battle if that’s what you’re asking.”

Sloan snorted and rolled her eyes. “I’ll bet. Is she allowed downstairs if she wants to join you?”

Alaric thought about it and bantered briefly with a sleepy but seemingly very happy and contented Rowan. It occurred to Sloan that she had never seen her friend at such peace.

Alaric eyed her. “After you’ve seen to Rowan, you are free to join us downstairs.”

He left them and she helped Rowan bathe and wash her hair.

“You’re all right?” they asked in unison and began to laugh.

“I’m fine. My mate was more than pissed off, but once he feels as though he’s punished me and I have had a chance to atone for my misbehavior, he is really quite willing to let go of his annoyance. And you?”

“Pretty much the same, although I don’t think my atonement is nearly as satisfying as yours,” Sloan teased.

“Probably not. I quite enjoy being mated to an alpha,” Rowan sighed as she laid back to soak.

* * *
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Gareth looked up as Alaric entered the great hall where he was greeted with a loud cheer. He rose, helping Arielle to her feet. Although he had originally dismissed Ruari’s suggestion that he consider Rowan’s sister as a mate, he was finding fewer reasons to continue to do so. She was young, but was also sweet, charming, and, in her own way, quite capable. Doubtless she couldn’t ride into battle, but she seemed to have taken command of the festivities with a quiet self-confidence that appealed to Gareth. Eloise had been kind but had been raised as the pampered daughter who had little use for the actual duties of mistress. She relied mostly on servants for the actual doing and was often bothered by even having to oversee things.

When he reached him, Gareth hugged his brother close.

“You’ve been taken care of?” Alaric asked.

“Very well, brother. Your people are generous to a fault and the Lady Arielle has ensured that my needs are being met. I am quite baffled with your choice in mates when such a lovely she-wolf was available.”

Arielle smiled and blushed prettily.

“What can I tell you? When your fated mate threatens you at sword point, there is little a warlord can do but surrender his heart to her tender care. But do not let that one fool you, she has a mischievous side, don’t you, little one?”

“I do not,” Arielle said, pouting. “Ro is all right? Is Sloan taking care of her? I can go to her if you need me to.”

“You do; she is fine, and Sloan can take care of her. I’m not sure if she will join us this evening. The last few days have been hard on her. I don’t believe she has slept since last she did so at my side.”

Gareth watched as his brother allowed himself to be swallowed up by his people and their merry making. Tristan joined him and asked for a private moment. They adjourned to the council chamber and he turned his attention back to Arielle.

“Do you think I should go up and check on her?” she asked him.

“I think if Alaric did not believe his mate to be in good hands, he would have said so. Besides I would be bereft without the pleasure of your company.”

Arielle giggled. “I think you are much nicer than your brother.”

“Kinder, wiser, and far better looking,” he teased, making her giggle again. He thought her giggle was a very delightful sound and began to wonder what it would be like to hear her make other pleasured sounds as they lay in each other’s arms.

When dinner was served, Gareth led Arielle up to the head table and made sure she was seated beside him. Alaric returned with Tristan and joined them. Gareth could tell that his having done so did not go unnoticed.

Alaric’s majordomo approached and Alaric asked that Sloan and Rowan have food taken up to them.

The majordomo smiled. “It has been seen to, but Sloan said she was helping Rowan to dress, and they would both be down momentarily.”

The words had no sooner left his mouth than the entire hall went silent. Gareth glanced up and spit his wine as did several others. His brother’s mate in armor had been impressive enough, but dressed properly as mistress of the pack, she was arresting.

Gareth became vaguely aware of the subtle fragrance of lady slipper orchids combined with the ocean spray that surrounded Ravenscar. It filled his senses in a way that both comforted and aroused him. He felt as though he were adrift in a storm and could feel all of nature’s elements converging within.

As he tried to detect the source of the aroma, he realized it lingered in the air as Rowan stood proud and strong, looking every inch the she-wolf and warrior—glorious in both her femininity and ferocity. But then Gareth became aware that Rowan was not the source of the aroma, and yet it lingered in her immediate vicinity. His effort to identify its location was interrupted by Alaric standing and prompting his people to slide their seats back and stand with him.

“All hail Rowan, First Warrior and Mistress of Calon Onest!” he called.

Gareth smiled. Truly his brother had found his fated mate. He suppressed a wry grin, thankful she was not his. But he wondered if his mate might be near. Alaric’s people, as well as his own, signaled their approval by pounding the tables and the floors, echoing his brother’s sentiments and howling in triumphant celebration as she moved gracefully through the crowd to reach them. Gareth watched Rowan as she approached but continued to try to locate the source of the one’s existence he had always denied.

* * *
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Sloan had stepped back when they reached the great hall to allow Rowan to enter on her own. She wanted her friend to have this moment. She forgave Alaric everything when he declared Rowan not only mistress, but first warrior.

As she heard everyone cheer, she couldn’t help but continue to feel the mild malaise she had been experiencing ever since the triumphant soldiers had returned from the battlefield. She and Arielle had worked to make sure everything was prepared for their return as well as rooms in the keep for both Alaric’s brother and his beta.

Had someone noticed or asked, Sloan would have been hard pressed to say what was wrong. She didn’t feel sick, just out of sorts. There seemed to be a kind of buzzing in her head and it felt as though someone was squeezing her internal organs... not painfully but just to remind her they were there.

She shook her head, and once Rowan had entered the room and caught the attention of all who were there, she quietly found her way to one of the tables where those from Calon Onest were gathered.

* * *
[image: image]


“God’s teeth, she is magnificent,” said Gareth quietly to his brother.

Alaric grinned at him. “Aye, brother. That she is... and all mine.”

Gareth chuckled. “Me thinks, little brother, you are quite smitten with your mate.”

“And glad to be so. My hope is that you will find your own fated mate. I was sorry to hear of Eloise and the child she carried.”

“Thank you, but as Ruari has pointed out, she has been gone almost a year. He urges me to seek another.”

Alaric laughed as Rowan joined them. “Why is it betas are forever pestering their alphas to mate?”

Gareth embraced Rowan. “You look stunning, little sister. Quite the transformation from ruthless warrior to great mistress and mate.”

“What can I tell you, your brother has that effect on me,” she answered teasingly.

Gareth found over the course of the evening that his brother’s mate, and her younger sister, had much to be admired. However he could not ignore the sensation of someone rubbing stinging nettles all over his body. He found himself scenting the air but could only catch the most subtle hints of the aroma that had been with him all his life. It was his oldest memory—one that had comforted him as a child and aroused him as he grew into manhood. He watched as Alaric and his mate ensured that each other’s needs were seen to and then adjourned to their chambers shortly after dinner.

Once her sister had withdrawn, Arielle resumed her duties as hostess. It was obvious that while their father had trained Rowan to lead, he had trained Arielle to serve as mistress to an alpha. He began to wonder if Ruari’s suggestion that he might consider taking her to mate wasn’t something he ought to consider.

As he sat back watching Arielle, he considered his future. The sense of something primal in the air persisted. He sniffed the room and the briefest whiff of something familiar and yet unknown stirred within him. Gareth scanned the room several times but could not seem to pinpoint its source. The one thing he was sure of was that it wasn’t Arielle.

* * *
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Over the next few days, Gareth spent a considerable amount of time with Arielle. He found that he looked forward to seeing her in the mornings and felt her loss when she retired to her rooms for the evening. Every once in a while, he would feel increasingly unsettled, as he had not discovered the source of his dissonance.

When Alaric and Rowan rejoined their people, Rowan looked radiant and his brother well sated and happier than Gareth had ever seen him. Seeing his brother in such a state made him happy for Alaric, but only served to reinforce his own growing sense of discontent. He needed to return to Ravenscar but wanted to talk to Alaric about Arielle.

“Gareth, I’m glad you’re still here,” Alaric greeted him as he entered the main hall.

Gareth embraced him and leaned down to kiss Rowan’s cheek.

“I kept hoping to see you before I needed to leave, but with a mate as beautiful as yours, your absence was easy to understand,” he said.

“I can see who got the charm and manners in the family,” laughed Rowan.

“Really? I didn’t think it was my charm or manners that held your interest when I had you in seclusion,” quipped Alaric.

Rowan rolled her eyes at him.

“Alaric, I wonder if I might have a word with you in private... brother to brother.”

“Certainly. Behave yourself, Rowan,” he said as he kissed her.

“Don’t I always?” she teased, causing both brothers to laugh.

Alaric led the way to their council chambers.

“I do apologize for neglecting you, but Edwyn’s invasion interrupted my seclusion with my mate.”

“So I heard. And your beta tells me Edwyn is having a virtual meltdown in your dungeon. While I don’t blame you for wanting time with your mate and wishing to inflict a bit of discomfort on Edwyn, it’s probably wise to make your peace with him and send him on his way.”

“Most likely you are right, but I think we’d best keep an eye on him. I told Tristan to make an offer to those who rode with him.”

Gareth nodded. “He did and more than half took you up on your offer. I took the liberty of speaking with them to let them know that Ravenscar would welcome them as well.”

“I’m glad. Did any take you up on it?”

“Quite a few. The majority wish to stay here, but the rest would like to return with me to Ravenscar.”

“And is that all that you wish to have return with you from Calon Onest?”

Gareth chuckled. “You have always been observant. I would like to have Arielle return as my guest with an eye toward perhaps making a match. She is quite charming.”

“But are you called to her, Gareth? I would see you mated to one who is fated to you.”

“I do not believe all of us are gifted with a fated mate, but she is lovely, and both my pack and I would benefit from her grace.”

“Have you spoken to Arielle?”

“Not yet,” Gareth said, shaking his head again to clear it.

“What troubles you? You seem unwell.”

“Perhaps it is your Welsh air. I can detect a scent that I’ve known since the day I was born, but I keep feeling as though something is eluding me.”

Alaric arched his eyebrow at his brother. “Something or someone? Is it more prevalent when you are with Arielle?”

“No, that seems to make it weaker, but it has been present since we arrived. A flight of fancy no doubt.”

“Perhaps not. Tell me about this scent; is it accompanied by the feeling of a thousand bees within your brain and stinging nettles all along your skin?”

Gareth looked at him sharply. “How would you know that?”

Alaric laughed. “I fear, my brother, that your fated mate is near and that she is not Arielle.”

“Foolishness. Arielle would be an excellent mistress to the pack at Ravenscar and the thought of siring my children with her is most pleasant. I have foregone availing myself of the relief needed after battle so that she would not think ill of me.”

“But does it make you mad for the wanting of her? Does your cock harden at the very thought of knotting her to you?”

“Of course not...”

“But it does when you catch her scent. And I speak not of Arielle’s, but of your mate’s.”

“Your cock may have grown stronger with your mate beneath you, Alaric, but I fear your mind has turned to mush.”

“And you are as stubborn as my Rowan. But I tell you, your mate is here. And as it is obvious that it is not Arielle, I will not allow her to return to Ravenscar, but would urge you to stay and seek your mate.”

Gareth shook his head. “Who would have thought the great warlord would embrace such romantic drivel.”
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Chapter Three



[image: image]


“How can he do this to Arielle? She is heartbroken. She saw herself as mistress to the pack at Ravenscar. I can’t believe he is being so mean!” shouted Rowan.

“Ro, Alaric’s not doing anything to Arielle,” reasoned Sloan. “He simply believes they are not fated and will not relinquish Arielle to anything less than that. He wants for her what you yourself have said you want for both of us.”

“I made him promise he wouldn’t force her into a pairing unless it was fated. I didn’t tell him not to let her have what she wanted. And she wants Gareth. Everyone has said he is kind and was grieved by the loss of his mate and child even though there was no real love there. She is destined to be the mistress of a great pack. You can’t deny that Ravenscar qualifies as such.”

“Arielle is untried in the ways of the world or of love. Along comes this handsome, swaggering, powerful alpha, who just so happens to be brother to her beloved sister’s fated mate. She wants desperately to believe he is hers, but she admitted to me that although she’s wildly attracted to him, she doesn’t feel called to him. Would you really send her clear across to the other side of Britannia with anything less than a fated mate?”

“I know,” said Rowan defeatedly. “I’m afraid that she’s fallen in love with the idea of Gareth and Ravenscar. But you’re right. I believe it is the notion of that as opposed to being called to him. I want her to have what I have... a fated mate. I want you to have that.”

“I’m human, remember?”

Rowan shook her head. “Doesn’t matter, our legends are filled with stories of humans who are called to a wolf. And you’ve never really been opposed to being turned. I want you to know the absolute rapture that is to be found in your fated mate’s embrace.”

“Jesus, that knot thing must be one helluva ride,” teased Sloan.

Rowan laughed. “You have no idea... I hope someday we can compare notes.”

“Did you know? Before he claimed you?”

“Yes. I could feel his presence when his warship rounded the bend. I felt as though a part of him was somehow reaching out across the water to me. It was very unsettling. And then the first time we met, it was all I could do to remain seated on my horse. I felt much like the moth does when it is caught by the pull of the flame. I knew going too close could burn me, but I couldn’t resist. I think I pushed him that day because I needed him to claim me.”

“You needed him to spank you, toss you over his shoulder, and then carry you into the keep that way?”

Rowan shrugged her shoulders. “It could have been worse.”

“How?” Sloan asked incredulously.

“That’s not a question I ask or ever want him to answer... I just know it wasn’t the most embarrassing thing he might have done. The worst part was the spanking made me incredibly aroused. Had he wanted to take my virginity at the stone circle, I don’t know that I would have offered him much resistance.”

“I am certain then that I could never be wolf. All Tristan’s spanking did for me was hurt. The stupid part was if I had given in sooner, he would have stopped sooner.”

“I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop that from happening.”

“Don’t feel badly, Rowan. I knew there was nothing I could do, and had I not fought him, he wouldn’t have used his strap that first time. There’s no way I would ever find that arousing.”

“You’d be surprised. It’s very annoying, especially as they know it and take full advantage of it.”

Rowan studied her friend’s face carefully.

“Are you okay, Sloan? You’ve seemed distant since I returned from my seclusion with Alaric.”

“I’m fine; I’ve just been out of sorts for the past few days.”

Sloan watched as Rowan turned and studied her. “Describe out of sorts.”

“I can’t describe it. It’s like I know there’s something there but can’t quite put my finger on it.”

Alaric entered the room. “I should have known if my mate was plotting something, it would be with you, Sloan,” he said with a smile as he drew Rowan into his arms.

Sloan smiled as Rowan stomped on his instep and he swatted her backside with an accompanying growl.

“The matter is settled, Rowan. Arielle will not go. For what it’s worth, neither Gareth nor your sister is pleased with my decision.”

* * *
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Gareth eyed his brother. “I cannot make you change your mind?”

“Are you going to try to tell me you are called to her or that you don’t feel the pull of your fated mate?”

Gareth sat down and shook his head. “It’s the damnedest feeling and so maddening. The worst part is that the feeling is growing stronger.” He laughed. “I have to keep myself from approaching the unmated females in your pack and sniffing.”

“I wouldn’t advise that. They’re still quite a few of them that are fairly undisciplined. And Rowan would most likely take exception.”

“Do you think she’ll ever truly accept her place at your side and not as alpha to her pack?”

“I doubt she will ever be what we were raised to believe was a traditional mistress of the pack, but we suit each other, and I would see her happy with me. If that means allowing her to act a bit outside the norm, then so be it. But again, I would urge you to stay and find your elusive fated mate. I tell you, Gareth, nothing compares to knotting and tying her to you and feeling your souls soar above the heavens together.”

Gareth snorted. “It must be a powerful thing if it makes my brother the warlord speak like a poet.”

Alaric reached out and clasped his arm. “It is, Gareth. I would see you truly mated this time.”

“My pack needs me to sire heirs and daughters. If you will not consider a match between Arielle and me, I may well have Ruari begin searching for another alliance.”

“That will take months if not a year or more. Stay at least through the end of the week. Promise me you’ll think about it.”

Gareth shook his head. “How would I even know,” he whispered sadly. “How did you?”

“It was as though suddenly I was more aware of everything. It wasn’t just that I could see her standing at the top of the turret. I could feel her there. It was as if I could reach out to her. Rowan now admits she felt it too. And from the beginning, I knew Arielle was meant for another. I knew the warrior that looked down at me and prepared for war was my destiny,” said Alaric. “I know how that sounds to someone as pragmatic as you. But remember, I was always even more cynical than you.”

“If this was so powerful and so all encompassing, why is it you had to force your mate’s vows from her?”

Alaric laughed. “Just because one’s mate is fated, does not change her quarrelsome nature, especially if she is determined to resist your call.”

* * *
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The next evening, Rowan confronted Sloan. “Are you angry with me? Do you feel somehow displaced by Alaric?”

Taken aback, Sloan stammered, “Oh, God, no. I want you to be happy. I’m glad you found your fated mate. I just wonder if I fit in here anymore... or even if I want to.”

Sloan watched as Rowan’s face darkened and she asked, “You can’t mean to leave me, can you? This is all new to me too; I don’t know that I can do this without you.”

“You have Arielle.”

“That’s not the same. As you pointed out, my little sister is untried in the ways of the world and of love.”

Sloan laughed. “So it’s back to the blind leading the blind?”

“It’s worked in the past, hasn’t it?” said Rowan with a grin. “Is that what has been bothering you? I’ve been worried about you.”

Sloan placed her hand on Rowan’s arm.

“That’s part of it but it’s this general feeling of unease.”

“Have you ever considered the idea that perhaps your sense of unrest is because you feel your fated mate is near?”

“I’m not wolf, remember? I think all this knotting and tying has gone to your head.”

“Apparently I haven’t explained the phenomenon to you correctly if you think it involves my head.” Rowan laughed and then continued in a more serious tone, “If what you’re experiencing feels like a wildfire in your blood, then I fear, my dear friend, your fated mate is near.”

“Oh, no. I’m not having any of that shit.”

“I don’t know how to tell you this, but that’s not your decision.”

* * *
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Two days after their discussion, Gareth and Alaric had planned a ride with Rowan. Alaric wanted Gareth’s input on some of the improvements he sought to make. Gareth had been able to harness the power of the wind that blew in from the North Sea and Rowan had asked about the viability of such windmills at Calon Onest.

Gareth watched as his brother helped Rowan onto the sidesaddle she detested. Both he and Alaric mounted their horses as well. Although it was uncommon for a lady to ride a stallion, Alaric had made the exception to allow Rowan to continue to do so. Gareth suspected it had a lot to do with Edwyn’s protests about having to leave behind the valuable animal after cooling his heels in the dungeon. He also guessed it was an easy exception for Alaric to grant his mate.

As they were ready to leave, Sloan came running into the bailey calling for Rowan. As she wove her way between horses, Gareth caught her scent on the morning breeze. There it was... the sweet perfume he had known all of his life. No, it couldn’t be, he thought. A human? And a belligerent, ill-tempered one at that? He shook his head and stifled his laughter... and sniffed again.

“Alaric, as Rowan is none too fond of the idea of having to learn to ride sidesaddle, perhaps it would be helpful if we had someone along that is skilled in doing so. Rowan, didn’t you say Sloan has an excellent seat?”

“What?” said Sloan, turning to look at him. “I have things to do.”

She backed away and looked as though she were afraid to get too close. Gareth smiled; he knew she could feel it too. From the look of dismay on her face, his guess was that she knew the cause for her unrest.

“Isn’t one of your chief duties helping your mistress? I would think this qualifies,” he said pleasantly.

Alaric looked askance at him. “You want Sloan to ride with us?”

Gareth grinned. He knew his brother’s surprise was not because Sloan might prove an excellent teacher, but because he seemed to be encouraging Rowan and Sloan’s close association. He had yet to figure out what Gareth was slowly beginning to accept.

“Why not? I think it would be most helpful if she came along,” Gareth replied, looking archly at his brother, trying to clue him in.

“You do?” laughed Alaric as understanding began to dawn.

“I do. And as I am still here at your request, I would think you would indulge me.”

Gareth saw Rowan looking back and forth between them with concern. He smiled at his brother as Alaric leaned over to her, placed his hand on her back, and nuzzled her neck.

“Here, let me get a horse saddled for her,” Gareth said, dismounting. “Would you mind holding him for me?” he said, handing Sloan his reins.

Not knowing what else to do, Sloan took them. As she did, Gareth felt her presence as he had never felt another’s. He looked at his brother and grinned as he went to fetch a mount for her. He returned with another charger.

“I hope you don’t mind, Sloan. But as the rest of us are on fighting horses, I felt this one would be better able to keep up. He is one of mine and is well trained. If you are even half the rider Rowan says you are, you should enjoy him.”

He took his horse’s reins from Sloan and lifted her onto the saddle, inhaling deeply as he did. Convinced that he was in the presence of his fated mate, Gareth experienced a clarity he had rarely known before. Only in the case of overwhelming odds in battle had he felt the kind of calm focus that permeated his being. He would need to remember to thank his brother for his persistence and unwillingness to allow him to settle.

The low rumble he felt bubbling up from his chest seemed to come out of nowhere. He felt it venture forth and watched Sloan’s involuntary shiver. He was quite certain he had made no sound but had called to his mate in the ancient way of his kind and seen her respond.

* * *
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Sloan felt as though she was going to throw up. Rowan had described the feeling of being called to Alaric as a kind of wildfire in her blood. When Gareth lifted her onto the horse it was all she could do not squirm out of his hands and run to lock herself in her room. This could not be happening to her. She did not want to be anyone’s mate, much less a fated mate. And she sure as hell didn’t want to be mate to the Alpha of Ravenscar. The man had a commanding presence that made his brother’s pale in comparison.

Sloan removed her foot from the stirrup and started to slide down.

“You will ride with us,” growled Gareth.

Rowan turned to challenge him.

“Nay, Rowan, let them be,” ordered Alaric soothingly but in a tone that signaled to his mate that the topic was not open for discussion.

“I’ll do what I want,” said Sloan in a voice she hoped did not give away her unsettled fear.

“You will do as I command,” rumbled Gareth.

She felt the command and the power behind it more than she heard it. She took a deep breath and slid out of the saddle, handing the reins back to Gareth.

“I am not yours to command. Alaric is my alpha and, therefore, the only one I answer to.”

“We both know that isn’t true,” Gareth said in the same smooth, seductive tone she had heard Alaric use with Rowan so many times. She now knew what Rowan meant when she said it almost compelled you to do as they wanted.

“Alaric, do something,” said Rowan, starting to grasp the enormity of what was taking place.

Turning to Gareth, Alaric asked cordially, “What would you have me do, brother?”

Sloan heard Rowan growl at him but could not seem to focus on anything but the powerful alpha who leaned down close to her.

“I would have you validate my claim to my fated mate,” Gareth said, looking Sloan unflinchingly in the eye.

“No,” she whispered, trying to back away.

“Yes,” he growled in a way that sent shivers up and down her spine several times, coming to rest in the lower part of her belly before swirling down to the place between her legs.

“Alaric,” pleaded Rowan.

“Nay, beloved. It is easy to see that Gareth speaks the truth. Sloan is his fated mate, which frankly I find quite amusing.”

“Well, at least mine never sent a suitor’s head home in a basket,” laughed Gareth.

“I could remedy that,” said Sloan with a growl that surprised her.

Gareth took a step forward. “You do not growl in defiance at me.”

Sloan whirled to look at Alaric. “You’re my alpha. Aren’t you supposed to protect me?”

“What would you have me protect you from? A lifetime of happiness at the side of your fated mate? No, Sloan. I am a far better alpha than that.”

By now they had attracted a crowd.

Sloan turned back to Gareth. “You need someone who is a wolf...”

“That can be dealt with,” said Gareth in a dulcet and seductive tone.

He began rumbling at her in a very soothing way as he closed in on her. He reached up to stroke her hair enticingly.

“Don’t do that,” she cried as she knocked his hand away, backing into Alaric’s horse. “I don’t want to be a wolf.”

“That’s not true, Sloan. You’ve told Rowan on more than one occasion that you have often considered it. But she has a point, Gareth, I would think you’d want to turn her before marking her as your own,” remarked Alaric conversationally.

“Alaric,” Sloan heard Rowan cry, “you cannot let him do this.”

“Not only can I, beloved, but I will. If my brother makes a formal claim that Sloan is his fated mate and he wishes to claim her, I will grant it. It is clear that she is, but like her mistress is choosing to be difficult.”

Sloan turned to run but found the Alpha of Ravenscar too quick for her to escape his grasp. She felt herself being pulled into his body. It wasn’t just the bulge contained within his breeches that let her know of his arousal, but every fiber of her being was being assaulted by his need and wanted desperately to respond in surrender.

“In front of these witnesses,” Gareth started; Sloan tried to still his voice by covering his mouth with her hands. He kissed her fingers briefly before reaching up and pinning her hands behind her back and continuing, “I Gareth, Alpha of Ravenscar, claim you, Sloan of Calon Onest, to be my one true and fated mate. What say you?”

“No. I won’t do it. I won’t.”

“Well, brother,” said Alaric, clearly amused by the entire thing, “it would seem we have a tricky problem. You can’t force her to run as she isn’t yet wolf. You can’t make her wolf without her consent unless she is your mate.”

“As I recall, brother, your mate’s vows were forced from her as you spanked her in front of your beta and a company of your men. We could adjourn to your council chambers with your beta and omega and I could do the same.”

Sloan struggled against him. It wasn’t just his physical strength with which he held her that prevented her from breaking free. It was the rumbling that continued to be transmitted from him to her that seemed to have overloaded all of her senses.

“Alaric, stop this,” cried Rowan.

“Enough, mate, or Sloan will not be the only one to find herself across her mate’s knee feeling his displeasure at her behavior this fine morning.”

“Rowan, think! There must be some way that I can make them stop,” cried Sloan.

“Alaric’s right. You can’t force them to let you run as you aren’t wolf...”

“Does it say I have to be wolf? Couldn’t I be given a good horse and try to outrun him?” Sloan asked in a voice bordering on panic.

Gareth’s rumble to her changed resonance—it had gone from one filled with lust and anger to one that now sought to soothe and comfort her.

“The problem is, the old way was that they could chase you for as long as they wanted. It was a fairly empty gesture. And when they caught you, you were theirs to do with as they will.”

“And that’s different from this how exactly?” asked Sloan. “At least I’d have a chance...”

“Alaric, my mate grows more distressed by the minute. Let’s adjourn to your council chambers and discuss the best way to proceed.”

Sloan saw Alaric step down off his horse and draw a protesting Rowan from the back of hers.

“I think, Gareth, your suggestion is a good one. We will leave these two in their rooms. I’ll have guards in the hall outside their doors and in the tunnels to ensure they are there when we have found a solution. Perhaps they will use the time to consider their true feelings on the subject.”

Both alphas quickly hoisted their respective mates over their shoulders and took two wildly protesting females—one wolf and one human—to their chambers. The one time Sloan had been tossed over Tristan’s shoulder, she hadn’t liked it, and her feelings about her present position were not improved.

Gareth entered her chambers and set her down with his back to the closed door.

“This is not a fight that you can win... even if you wanted to. You know from Rowan’s experience that resisting the call of your mate is pointless. You will yield to me and you will be my mate.”

“I don’t want to be your mate,” she spat.

He smiled at her. “You wouldn’t have been my pick, but then fate is often holding cards that it refuses to show. For what it’s worth, my little brother will have great fun at my expense. I scoffed at his notion of a fated mate and yet, here you are.”

“Then if you don’t want me, why do this?”

“You misunderstand, Sloan. I might not have picked you, but when fate revealed your existence to me, claiming and possessing you became the thing I wanted and needed most in this life. We will be together.”

“You underestimate Rowan’s ability to get Alaric to do as she wants.”

“No, I don’t. What you don’t understand is that with or without Alaric’s blessing for our union, I will make you mine. I can be away from here with part of our men before the first streaks of dawn kiss the sky, leaving behind the others to harass and bedevil him if he tries to pursue us. I am not unaware that the prospect of abandoning your humanity and becoming mate to the alpha of a place you’ve never been is daunting to say the least.”

“You think?” she snarked at him.

“I do indeed,” he said, smiling.

His calm demeanor was very unnerving.

He continued in the same, smooth tone, “I feel the longer I allow you to wallow in this fear and stubbornness, the more difficult it will be for you to acknowledge what we both already know to be true. I am going to propose to Alaric that he get both of our betas as well as his omega and return here where I will put you over my knee and spank you until you declare yourself to me.”

“And it won’t bother you that you had to force me like that?”

After a moment’s consideration, he shook his head. “No, not at all. Would I prefer that you would simply yield and agree? Of course, but I will have my way, Sloan. You are my fated mate and you will be mine.”

Sloan was unprepared for the speed with which he closed the gap between them, wrapped her in his arms and claimed her mouth with his. This was not the kiss of a man asking for her permission; it was that of an alpha male wolf demanding her surrender. He punished her lips with his, forced his tongue into her mouth and attacked hers in a way that called forth a primordial response. Sloan fought for only a moment before all resistance left her body and she melted into his strong frame and wrapped her arms around his neck. His low, seductive growl of satisfaction wrapped itself all around her, weaving through every tendril of her being.

Once she had completely capitulated to him, he softened the kiss before relinquishing her mouth and nuzzling down the side of her neck, placing butterfly kisses all around the base before nuzzling back up the other side to kiss her deeply and passionately.

“There’s my good mate,” he rumbled as his hands loosened their grip and he stroked her back soothingly. “Do I need to get Alaric to gather his men and bring them up here or will you yield to me and take your vow?”

“I can’t; I won’t.”

Gareth growled at her as he swatted her backside. “You can and you will.”

He left without another word. The instant he was gone, Sloan barred the door and crossed to the bed, reaching under it.

From the moment Alaric had found them in the tunnels, Sloan had been gathering rope, hiding it in her room and knotting it together. She had found a grappling hook, smuggled it up to her chambers, and attached it to the lengthy line. She figured she now had a means of escape through the window, lowering herself down to the steep cliff below. Ideally, she would have waited until nightfall, but she feared she didn’t have the luxury of time on her side.

Securing the grappling hook to the interior ledge of the window opening, she tossed out the rope and began the long climb down, hoping that no one would see her.

* * *
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Gareth left Sloan’s room in as foul a mood as he had ever been. How had he gone from thinking he would spend the rest of his days with a nice, sweet, compliant mate like Arielle to being fated to a nasty-tempered, stubborn, proud, undisciplined hellcat like Sloan? And to make matters worse, she was human! Did he turn her before he marked and claimed her? Did he turn her by marking her? Maybe it was better for them both if he turned his back on fate and claimed Arielle instead. Gareth gasped; he wasn’t expecting his entire being to clutch and contort at the prospect of not having his fated mate. Well, so much for that idea, he thought.

Alaric was waiting for him, a bemused smile on his face. “I don’t ever want to hear from you again about what a dreadful, obnoxious little brother I have always been. My mate is in as nasty a temper as I have ever seen her, and you are to blame.”

“Not true, Alaric. I wanted no part of this fated mate bullshit, but you insisted. Now see what you’ve gotten us into,” Gareth said, dropping heavily into the chair nearest him. “I tried to convince myself after leaving her that I should just say to hell with it...”

“The pain nearly knocks you off your feet, doesn’t it?”

Gareth smiled. “It does indeed. Maybe if I hadn’t kissed her...”

“Wouldn’t have helped... once fate reveals your mate to you, it’s best to simply acknowledge your destiny and embrace it with both hands.”

“I fear the only way to do that is with her face down over my knee in front of you, my beta, and your ranking members. And the sooner the better.”

“You sound like a man resolved, but I sense something is troubling you.”

“She’s human. Well, not so much that she is, but how do I relieve her of that burden?”

“I believe the traditional way is to bite her, which you will be doing in any event when you mark her,” teased Alaric.

“I’m so glad you’re enjoying yourself at my expense. It’s the timing. Do I turn her first and then mark and claim her? Do I let my marking her start the transition? I swear, brother, I burn for her. I’m about half mad with it.”

“I’m well aware of the feeling,” laughed Alaric. “Rowan is furious that I will do nothing to save Sloan from you.”

“Sloan does not need saving,” growled Gareth.

“I’m aware of that as well. I had a feeling this was going to be the outcome of our discussion. Our men are waiting in the great hall. Let’s gather them up and get this done. The sooner we are settled between their legs to reason with them, the better.”

“I’ll go back upstairs and see if I can’t quiet some of Sloan’s fears. Perhaps if she knows you’re all coming, she will acquiesce and agree to be reasonable.”

“You’re not really expecting that with your mate, are you?” asked Alaric.

“No, but I can hope. Didn’t it bother you for your men to see Rowan’s backside and the evidence of her arousal?”

Alaric nodded. “More than I will ever admit to her, but it had to be done. Rowan needed to be humbled and taught in no uncertain terms that she would yield to me, as did they. And for the record, make sure all the windows are closed before you knot your mate for the first time.”

“You didn’t,” exclaimed Gareth with amusement.

“Not deliberately, but she threw it open in a fit of temper and I was far more interested in subduing and knotting her than I was with the fact that everyone and their brother in the castle could hear us.”

“Some day when Sloan is angry with me, I’ll be sure to point out to her that at least I didn’t let that happen.”

Alaric got up to leave. Gareth reached out to stay him. “Alaric, thank you for counseling me to wait for my fated mate. As problematic as it is going to be, I now know that nothing else would have been right.”

Alaric patted Gareth on the shoulder as he exited the room. Gareth dragged himself up and out of the chair and went to try to reason with Sloan one last time.

“Give you any trouble?” he asked the guard at her door.

“No, Alpha. Your mate has been very quiet.”

“She has?” asked Gareth suspiciously as he tried the door.

Finding it barred, he enlisted the help of the guard to break in. The grappling hook caught his eye immediately. He rushed to the window and could see Sloan making steady, but precarious progress down the side of the castle wall.

“Damn the girl,” he said, racing back into the hallway. “Get a couple of men and start trying to reel that rope back in through the window. Get enough of you that there is no chance it can be wrestled away from you. My mate is on the end of that line. Alaric!” he called, running down the stairs.

“Gareth?”

“What’s the fastest way to your seawall? Sloan has a rope and a grappling hook, she’s climbing down. I’ve got men who are going to try to reel her up, but I want to be at the bottom to either catch her or give chase as soon as possible.”

“Come on, there’s a shortcut through the tunnels.”

They returned to the council chamber, and Alaric activated the entrance from that room into the maze that would lead them to the opening in the sea cliff. They raced through the tunnels and just reached their destination in time to see the end of the rope and that Sloan was making good progress. The men above were reeling in the line, but she had more than enough to make good her escape.

“I’ll wait for my mate here. Go and gather the witnesses and be ready when I bring her into your council chamber.”

“We will be waiting for you,” Alaric said, heading back to gather the necessary men.
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Chapter Four
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Taking that first step out of the window had been petrifying, but after that the climb down was only relatively terrifying. The prospect of becoming Gareth’s mate was even more so. The winds off the water buffeted her around, but she had everything under control and was making good time. Then, she felt the rope beginning to draw her up and knew they had discovered her escape. Sloan increased her speed as she climbed down, hoping to get to the tunnel entrance or some kind of ledge before she ran out of time and rope.

Her toes had just barely reached the lip of the ledge when she became aware of his presence. That knowledge was too late to save her from being grasped around the middle and hauled into the safety of the tunnel... well, safer than hanging off the wall of the castle.

The anger rolling off of him would have been palpable even if they hadn’t been fated mates. Gareth was as furious as anyone she’d ever seen. He crushed her to him and kissed her with his emotions wide open—fear, lust, anger, need, and something more were all laid bare for her to feel. He rumbled at her while plundering her mouth. She resisted his call less this time than she had when he’d kissed her in her chambers.

Sloan moaned into his mouth and Gareth responded by pressing her back against the wall of the tunnel and gathering up her skirt until he could run his hand underneath to her bare thigh, before sliding it upward. He continued to plunder her mouth as he moved his hand between her legs and found her engorged clit. Gareth pressed his thumb against it as his fingers explored the wet folds that lay beyond.

“Gareth...” she sighed, not knowing if she meant to encourage or deter him.

The sensual rumble she could feel permeating her body combined with his soul-stealing kisses was making it difficult for Sloan to have any coherent thoughts. All she could do was feel him—his touch, his emotions, everything blended with hers and created an incredible need to be one with him. She felt her wet response pooling just inside the opening of her core.

Gareth pulled away from her, removing his hands and stepping back.

“No,” she wailed as she opened her eyes to search his face.

The evidence of his need for her was right before her both in physical form and in the sensory overload she was beginning to accept as part of his call to her.

“Yes,” he said as he reached up, taking the neckline of her gown and ripping it down the middle and away from her body.

He quickly dispensed with her corset and undergarments so that she was completely naked before him. The predatory smile that crossed his face should have terrified her, but in fact, it had the opposite effect. It beckoned her to release her own inhibitions and reason and succumb to his mating call.

Gareth lowered his head, taking her stiffened nipple into his mouth and sucking. Sloan felt her body ratchet up in awareness and arousal as his fingers parted her lower lips before plunging in and out of her sheath. His other hand splayed across her bottom as his finger ran down the crack between her cheeks to press against her bottom hole. The last rational part of her brain said she should protest but combined with his skillful fondling of her nipple and pussy, she could not form the words or actions needed to do so.

“You are my mate, Sloan, mine,” he growled provocatively.

“Gareth, I...”

His head came up to capture her mouth with his as he kissed her possessively and brought both of his hands up to play with the full measure of her breasts before rolling and pinching her nipples. Sloan found she had no resistance or defense against the onslaught of his need and gave up any pretense that she did.

Gareth released her only to spin her around to face the wall. He covered her hands with his as he placed them on the wet, irregular surface. When he removed his hands and she thought to do the same, he growled low, swatted her backside, and placed them back where he wanted them. This time when he released her hands, she left them in place.

“Good mate,” he whispered in her ear as he nuzzled her neck and brought his hands to run down the length of her body, causing her to quiver in response.

One hand went back to assuage the need her nipples had for his touch. The other skimmed down the front of her body to cup her mons and encourage her to step back away from the wall so that her ass was cradled by his pelvis. She could feel the enormous bulge that throbbed with his life’s blood.

Gareth kicked her legs further apart and she felt his hand slip between them as he unfastened his breeches. The only fractured thought that raced through Sloan’s mind was that she should do something to stop him; something that would allow her to say he had forced her. But as much as she could feel his need, she needed him even more.

He rubbed the head of his fully engorged staff between her ass cheeks before probing for and finding the entrance to the place where all of her feelings and senses seemed to have converged. Once he had her positioned and his cock lined up, he thrust forward powerfully, taking full possession of her.

Sloan was surprised as she cried out in surrender and ecstasy. She hadn’t doubted Gareth’s ability to make her orgasm. It was the speed and force with which her pussy spasmed rhythmically that caught her unaware. Her nipples ached painfully as they continued to harden, and her legs trembled and felt as though they would not hold her upright. She had never responded this dramatically to being mounted before. Her breath caught in her chest and she felt as though she was going to pass out as her sheath shuddered all along the hard rod that now plundered it.

She was quickly losing her ability to think coherently. Her world was rapidly collapsing to just raw physical sensations and emotions. She felt Gareth’s pelvis as it slammed into her buttocks, reminding her that she had been spanked twice in the past week. His thrusting made her body bump into and rub up against the cold, damp wall of the passageway.

All the while his hands held her hips in a vise grip that prevented any escape, his fingers dug into her soft flesh as he repeatedly pounded her pussy. He grunted and groaned in her ear as he took possession of her body and soul.

“You are mine,” he growled.

Sloan was incapable of speech and nodded.

“Say it,” he seethed. “Mine.”

His stroking was rough, fast, and mesmerizing. Sloan could do nothing but respond in the same primal way in which he was claiming her... and she knew it to be just that.

“Say it,” he growled again, this time striking her buttocks.

Sloan yowled. “Yes, Gareth... yours.”

“Good mate,” he purred in her ear as his stroking became more frenzied and powerful.

She felt her body responding to his need and surprised herself with the force of her second climax and the ferocity and fever that seemed to be right behind it. Sloan barely had time to recover before her body sought again to achieve that ultimate release she knew he was capable of giving her. Her entire body responded to his; there was no part of her that remained untouched. Her nipples ached for the feel of his hands; her pussy demanded to feel his hard stroking that rasped along its interior walls.

Sloan screamed as another powerful orgasm shook her to her very core. Her sheath pulsed in rhythm to the pounding of her blood. As she recovered enough to catch her breath and become more aware of her surroundings, Sloan realized he wasn’t moving within her. As deeply as he was lodged in her cunt, she could feel what she was sure was his knot pressed against her opening. Instinctively, she wiggled back against it, trying to draw him in. Her body longed to feel his ultimate possession.

“Gareth, please...” she said breathlessly.

He chuckled and rumbled at her simultaneously. The sounds collided and worked together like thunder and lightning over a storm-tossed sea. Gareth nuzzled her neck and moved his finger down her body with the lightest touch, leaving a trail of goosebumps and need in its wake.

“Can you feel my knot, mate?” he asked provocatively.

She nodded. “Please, Gareth, don’t do this to me... I need you.”

“By my count, mate, you have come three times. Are you a greedy mate who needs her alpha’s release to see her well sated?”

“Yes,” she cried. “Please, Gareth, I just... I just don’t feel complete.”

“That is because, my beautiful mate, I have yet to find my own completion and send my seed deep into you. Only then will you find the full measure of your satisfaction.”

He slowly withdrew his cock and she yowled in frustration. Gareth spun her back around and took possession of her mouth once more. His hands framed her hips and one slipped between her bottom and the damp wall.

With the other, he lifted one of her legs, drawing it up and over his hip before moving back between her legs. This allowed him to rub her more intimately before penetrating her hot, wet core with two fingers as his lips trailed down her throat. Sloan had never experienced this feeling of complete rapture in the arms of any man before. There was nothing to do but respond to him. He continued to finger her until her body convulsed in another orgasm that still left her wanting.

Gareth lifted her off her feet and then mounted her, driving deep within her sheath as he lowered her onto his staff. He plundered her mouth with his. So far gone in her need was Sloan that she came before he ever pulled back in a full stroke. Deeper, faster, and harder he plunged, grunting, growling, and groaning in complete and intense pleasure.

Sloan felt Gareth cup her face with his hand and lift it up and away, baring her throat. Realization dawned of his imminent plan to mark her as his.

“No, Gareth, you cannot do this to me without my consent.”

He continued to pummel her pussy, ramming himself into her repeatedly.

“And who is to stop me, Sloan? My brother? He knows you are my fated mate, he will not interfere. You are mine and you will bear evidence of that.”

He lifted her chin up and out of the way and lowered his head. Sloan struggled with him, but he was far too strong and her body refused to deny him what it knew was true. She screamed as she climaxed again, feeling her response coat his cock as it ravaged her cunt. He nipped the delicate skin of her throat lightly as if to mark the precise spot he wanted. Sloan wailed as another powerful orgasm ripped through her system and his teeth bore down in a savage bite.

Gareth held her in his teeth, thrusting in her sheath over and over again until she felt him swelling in preparation to send his seed deep within. His cum burst forth as his cock exploded with the power of his release. This time, her orgasm was so intense as he pumped his essence into her that she screamed again in release and triumph and almost passed out.

Gareth groaned as he continued to empty himself into her. He wrapped his arm around her, holding her close while his cock twitched and spurted the last remnants of what he had to give her. Holding the leg that was still wrapped around him, he lifted the other so that it too was secured around his waist. He pressed her back into the cold wall as he removed his shirt and somehow managed to wrangle it over her head and arms so that it covered her back, the tail of it falling past her buttocks.

He stepped back, cradling his arms underneath her ass to support and hold her to him as he turned back toward the great hall with her impaled on his cock. Sloan knew he meant to display her as his claimed mate as he reentered the keep.

“Gareth, no,” she pleaded.

“You are mine, Sloan, and there will be none who will dispute that. I mean to take you to our chambers where I will have Alaric bring our beta as well his two ranked members and will ask you again to take your vow and accept my claim. Should you persist in this stubbornness, I will put you on your back and take you again until you are ready to submit in all ways to me.”

No will remained with which to fight him. Sloan clung to him and buried her face in his neck. They entered the council chamber.

“I see you found your mate, brother,” Alaric said. “I’m surprised her backside isn’t on better display to show the evidence of your displeasure.”

“The evidence of my claiming lies between my mate’s thighs and at the hollow of her neck. You, my beta, and your ranked members are needed in my chambers to hear Sloan take her vow and accept my claim. Tell Ruari to send for Fallon. I would have the surgeon standing by when Sloan enters her transition and I will need to tend to her mark.”

He didn’t wait for an answer, just continued on and headed up the great staircase. The feel of him being bayonetted into her as he walked created a whole other round of arousal and need and she bit his shoulder to keep from screaming as she came again. Sloan was exhausted, her body sore and bruised from his claiming.

Instead of turning to go to the room that had been hers since she had joined Calon Onest, Gareth strode to the large, airy chambers he had been using. Sloan raised her head and saw Ruari, Alaric, Bryan, and Tristan trailing behind them. Her face flushed with shame, she sought to hide within the crook of Gareth’s neck.

Once inside, Gareth held the door with one hand while keeping her firmly in place with his cock skewering her pussy. As Ruari and the three ranking members of Calon Onest filed in, he shut the door before disengaging her from his staff and putting her on her knees so that she knelt at his feet.

“I, Gareth, Alpha of Ravenscar, claim you, Sloan of Calon Onest, to be my one true and fated mate. What say you?” he growled.

She took a deep breath and could not raise her head to meet the gaze of any of the wolves that surrounded her. In a defeated voice, she said, “I, Sloan of Calon Onest, take you, Gareth, Alpha of Ravenscar, to be my one true and lawful fated mate and alpha.”

He stroked her hair and the rumbling purr that only she could hear reassured her that his anger was quickly being replaced by contentment and a renewed sense of arousal.

“Is it done to your satisfaction, brother? Do you relinquish your care of this woman to my safekeeping?”

“Would it really matter if I didn’t?” replied Alaric in a bantering tone.

Gareth surprised her by chuckling, “Not really.”

“But let the records show that I happily acknowledge my brother’s claim to Sloan and that from this day forward it will be known that she is his mate. Why don’t the rest of you spread the word throughout the castle and allow me to speak to my brother and his mate in private.”

“You don’t expect any of us to tell Rowan, do you?” quipped Bryan.

“No, but when the church bells start ringing, I suspect my mate will be in a foul mood. I will deal with her myself as soon as I am done with Gareth. Tristan, ask Dawson to collect all of Sloan’s things in preparation of her transfer to my brother’s care and chambers.”

The three men filed out, closing the door behind them. Gareth reached down for her and drew her back up to her feet. He kissed her temple and ran his hand possessively down her backside, letting it rest there. Sloan tried to remove it and he growled. She realized the gesture had been as much for her benefit as Alaric’s.

He patted her rump affectionately and said, “Go slip into bed, mate. Alaric and I have things to discuss.”

“I despise you,” she seethed. Sloan then turned to Alaric. “And I have no idea why you call yourself alpha and would let a man do what he did to me in the tunnel.”

Alaric chuckled and Gareth just smiled.

“The door into the council chamber was still open, Sloan. We heard your cry of rapture and surrender when my brother claimed you. There isn’t a male wolf in all of Britannia that would deny him. He carried you through the castle in an even more provocative and possessive way than I did Rowan, and his bite was deep and will mark you forever as his. Besides, in case you missed it, he can be a nasty bastard when provoked.”

Sloan was embarrassed and appalled. She was emotionally and physically spent and had no other way to respond than to burst into tears. She tried to turn away from Gareth but he sat on the edge of what was now to be their bed and gathered her onto his lap.

“You did that deliberately,” she accused through her tears.

“Shh, mate,” Gareth soothed. “I knew who was likely to be in the room and yes, I wanted them to hear you acknowledge my claim. But they will not seek to shame you. As with Alaric and Rowan, they will only be envious that I have a mate of such passion and fury.”

Gareth continued to hold her and rocked her gently in his arms. Sloan watched as Alaric brought the desk chair over closer to the bed and sat down.

“So, you’ve marked and claimed her... now what?” asked Alaric.

“If I can impose on you... the medic that travels with my army is experienced with transitions. You might recall that not all of those at Ravenscar are wolf. A number of my men-at-arms are human. I make sure the surgeon is always with us so that if one of them can only be saved by being turned, the soldier has the best of care and someone there to make it as safe as possible. I would have us remain here until Sloan is recovered.”

“I think having her transition here is probably best. This is the only loving home she has ever known so the people and places will be familiar to her.” Alaric reached his hand toward her, prompting Sloan to growl at him.

“Apologize to Alaric at once,” scolded Gareth. “You do not growl at ranked members of our pack or Alaric’s and never at an alpha. Apologize or you will spend your transition with soft pillows cushioning your punished backside.”

“I apologize, Alaric of Calon Onest,” she mumbled.

“I will leave the two of you alone and see that your surgeon attends you as quickly as possible.”

Gareth helped Sloan off his lap and into their bed, fluffing the pillows up behind her for a comfortable back rest.

“The surgeon doesn’t need to be here at this moment; make sure that the wounded are cared for. Sloan will have at least several hours before she transitions, but if you could have warm water and cloths brought up so that I can see to my mark, I would appreciate it.”

“I will see it done. May I be the first to offer you my congratulations on a long and happy pairing.”

Alaric opened the door to find Dawson patiently waiting with a bowl of warm water, disinfectant, clean cloths, and a light repast. Alaric shook his head and had him enter as he left.

“My lord. I thought you might be in need of these. I have some experience in this area and can see to it if needed,” offered the majordomo.

“No, I will care for my mate, Dawson, but thank you for the supplies and for the food. That was kind of you.”

“It is my pleasure. Blessings to you and your mate on your fated pairing and an easy transition.”

Dawson withdrew, leaving them alone.

“I hate all of you,” she whispered.

Gareth leaned over, drawing his shirt over her head, cupping her breast and thumbing her nipple as he kissed first her mouth and then his mark, smiling as her beaded tip stiffened under his touch.

“I think not as much as you would like,” he said, happily rumbling at her.

He sat down next to her with the medical supplies. Sloan tried to scooch away, but he easily pulled her back. When she tried a second time, he growled as he did so.

“Try it a third time, mate, and before I see to my mark at the base of your throat, I will see to your foul temper. I’m warning you, Sloan, I would prefer that your transition be completed without my having to discipline you first, but if you continue to misbehave, I will deem it necessary and you will find yourself face down over my knee.”

This time when he lifted the cloth soaked in warm water, she made no protest and allowed him to clean the wound before applying disinfectant and a bandage. When he was done, he discovered the silent tears that had begun to leak from her eyes.

“It’s all right, Sloan. There is nothing to fear. My surgeon has vast experience in ensuring that transitions are easy and smooth. You are young and healthy and have expressed an interest in being turned. There should be no problem.”

“You might have asked me. Shit, Gareth, you might have asked me about all of it,” she said angrily, wiping away the tears that continued to fall.

“I did ask you; you refused me,” he said simply as if speaking to a child.

“Get away from me,” she seethed.

“Sloan, it is done. You are mine.”

“I was human.”

“And now you will be wolf. You will be one with me.” He slid his hand down her body, cupping her mons possessively and feeling the sticky evidence of both his claiming and her response to it. “Once you have transitioned and I have knotted you and you carry my child in your belly, you will forget the technicality of having never consented to being turned.”

He turned his back on her. The arrogant bastard, she thought. Had he forgotten the half-empty bottle of wine he had left at his bedside? Sloan reached up for it and brought it crashing down on his head. Gareth slumped over, breathing heavily.

Sloan rolled away from him and rushed to the door, cracking it open. Seeing no one in the hallway, she ran to her old room where she quickly found a pair of breeches she’d managed to hide. She pulled them on along with an under-bust corset and a pair of boots. Her body was trying to betray her again and tell her it was in pain and needed to rest; she ignored its protests.

For the first time all day, the buzzing was gone. She felt as though she could think clearly. Sloan grabbed the grappling hook and rope that had been left just inside her window. She went to the hidden panel and opened the entrance from her room to the tunnels. She ran as fast as her punished body would allow her to go and prayed it would be enough. She wound her way through the maze, choosing to exit the castle underground through one of the portals hidden amongst the burial grounds.

Sloan knew there was a farm not far away and pushed herself to keep going. Finally, the farm was in sight and she could see several horses in the corral. There was also a saddled charger tied to the hitching post just outside the cottage. She crept closer and could hear the sounds of a bed being used to the delight of the two occupants. Sloan smiled; that little tryst would cost the soldier his horse.

The animal was a big bay roan with kind eyes. Silently Sloan untied him and led him behind the barn before using the fence to mount. There was no way she would have been able to swing up into the saddle or lift her leg high enough to put it in the stirrup. The image of Gareth lifting her leg to straddle his hip before plunging into her flashed through her mind and her body went flush with arousal. She steadied herself in the saddle, wincing as she found it uncomfortable to be sitting astride.

She turned the horse toward the north. An abandoned human settlement was rumored to be set into the sea caves a hard day’s ride from there. If she could get there, and it was truly abandoned, perhaps she could hide long enough to let her body heal before figuring out where she could go. She touched Gareth’s mark... she would never be safe among wolves again. They would recognize the evidence of his claiming for what it was and return her to him.

Sloan urged the warhorse into a ground-covering stride and rode away from the happiness she had found at Calon Onest toward an uncertain future. She briefly wondered how long and how difficult her transition might be. If it came on her suddenly as she galloped, she could fall and break her neck. But she wasn’t sure that death wasn’t preferable to being forced into a pairing with the Alpha of Ravenscar.
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Chapter Five
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Gareth came to, shaking his head. Even before he opened his eyes, he knew she was gone. Not just from his side, but he couldn’t feel her anywhere close. He threw open the door and roared. Alaric, Ruari, and Tristan came running.

“Gareth?” Alaric asked with concern.

“That nasty, ill-tempered wench. She’d better pray to whatever gods she believes in that when I catch up with her, she is in the throes of transitioning. Otherwise, she will transition with a welted bottom.”

They all turned as they heard Rowan laughing. “Sloan is gone? How the hell did that happen?”

“My mate broke a bottle of wine over my head.”

“Rowan,” growled Alaric. “Where is she?”

“I have no idea whatsoever,” she answered. “But I fear what may happen if she transitions without anyone to watch over her.”

Gareth ducked back into his room and grabbed a clean shirt. “Ruari, get our men, it would seem we’re going hunting.”

“Gareth, my men and I will join you. Rowan, you are to go back to our chambers and stay there. I will have guards posted in the hallway and in the...”

Alaric and Gareth looked at each other and ran down the hallway to Sloan’s room. Finding the door locked from the inside, they worked together to breach it and gain entrance.

“Rowan!” called Alaric.

She joined them.

“You know the tunnels better than anyone. Where would she go?”

Rowan thought for a moment. “There are so many entrances and exits. Have the men start searching the castle for her. She’s either got to get to a horse to get away or find a place to hole up.”

Alaric wrapped her in his arms. “We’ll find her, Rowan.”

“Thank you for helping,” offered Gareth.

“Let me be very clear, brother,” she seethed. “I am only helping you because I fear for Sloan’s life. Transitioning is never easy and is always dangerous. Doing it without anyone there to monitor things decreases the odds of her survival. If she dies, Gareth of Ravenscar, I will never forgive you for what you have done. You turned her without her consent and then paraded her through the keep impaled on your prick to prove your prowess to those in attendance. You are not worthy of her.”

“Rowan!” Alaric growled menacingly. “Gareth is our guest; he is my brother...”

“And your mate has every right to feel as she does,” interrupted Gareth. “I would remind you, Rowan, if something happens to her, you will have to hate me quickly and intensely for I will not survive her death for long. She is my fated mate. I will do everything in my power to see her restored to me.”

“Gareth, I’ll help our men search the tunnels,” said Alaric. “Edan, who was beta to Rowan, said there were two inland exits, one to the south and one to the north. Have him ride with you, and Dawson with Ruari, and take you to them. If she’s left the castle, at least you may be able to pick up her trail.”

Gareth turned on his heel and strode out of the keep to join his men in their hunt for his mate.

* * *
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The roan thundered across the fields. In any other circumstance, Sloan would have gloried in becoming one with him and feeling as though she were flying. Now she clung to his mane with both hands as she urged him to keep moving. Her body had become racked with chills. She had learned over the years that it was the first sign of the transition beginning. She would never make it to the sea caves, she needed to find a place to hide... some place she could tether her horse where he would have forage and water when she was unconscious and had no way to care for him.

She vaguely remembered Rowan talking of a crofter’s cottage that was hidden in a glade, by a stream deep in the forest. She could use the rope from the grappling hook to tie her horse on a long line so he could graze and drink from the stream. Her belly clutched in the same way it had when she was becoming aware of Gareth’s presence. Only now it wasn’t just uncomfortable, the pain was strong enough to threaten to tumble her from the horse. She entered the woods, slowing her mount to a trot.

Sloan knew her body was giving out and was fighting off the blackness that wanted to claim her. Then, as if in a dream, the hut appeared. She saw the stream and used the rope to secure her horse as she removed the saddle and bridle. She stumbled into the cottage with them and collapsed on the floor.

The last image before her eyes closed of their own accord was of Gareth’s smiling face. She could hear the profound, resonant rumbling that came to her. Do not fear; I will come for you, mate. All will be well.

* * *
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Edan led Gareth and a handful of men to the northern exit from the caves. Sloan had not taken the time to close the gate that barred the entrance or to replace the camouflage that normally hid it. Gareth gave his man who handled the dogs a chemise that Sloan had worn to get her scent. The dogs cast around on the ground until one picked up the scent and bayed that he had her. The pack of dogs gave chase with Gareth and those with him right behind.

They rode for several hours. The little fool, he thought, didn’t she know she was endangering her life? And for what? Because he hadn’t asked her permission to turn her? She was his fated mate, what the hell was he supposed to have done? He inhaled sharply; it felt like someone had sucker punched him in the gut.

“My lord?” inquired Edan.

Gareth pulled up, closed his eyes and centered himself. “It has begun. My mate has begun to transition.” He turned to his men. “Two of you ride for Calon Onest. Get Fallon, a tent, and any supplies that will be needed. Head back here. If we aren’t here, follow our trail. We will continue on to find Sloan and then will head back to meet you.”

“Yes, Alpha,” they said in unison, wheeling their horses away and riding hard for their surgeon.

“Let’s catch up to the dogs. They’ll run harder when they know we’re behind them again. We must get to Sloan. She is in danger.”

They galloped forward and Gareth tried to reach out to her. Do not fear; I will come for you, mate. All will be well.

The dogs ran for another hour, their tongues lolling out of their mouths as they continued to bay. They turned from the fields and headed toward the woods. It would be more difficult to track her there with the thick underbrush, but the hounds were well trained and would find her.

Edan rode up to him. “My lord, I think I know where she’s headed. There’s an old crofter’s hut in the woods. Rowan and I used to play in it when we were children. I know Rowan has spoken of it with Sloan. She has to know she needs a place that is relatively safe. It’s the only place she can be going.”

Gareth turned to the remainder of his men. “Stay with the dogs and track her. Edan and I will ride ahead.”

“I have a horn with me,” offered Edan. “If we find her, I’ll sound it to let you know, and we can all head back here.”

Edan spurred his horse into a gallop, crashing through and jumping over fallen logs and other debris in the forest. Gareth was hot on his heels. Within short order, they reached the cottage. There was a horse staked out in the field and the door to the dwelling was ajar.

“Catch up that horse and be ready to ride,” said Gareth as he leapt off his own mount and rushed to the door. “Sloan, no,” he cried as he spied her crumpled and contorted body on the floor. “No, beloved, you must not die.”

He breathed a sigh of relief as he reached her and saw that she yet lived. Her breathing was irregular and labored. Her body was racked with pain and showed evidence of chills and sweat. Gareth gathered her into his arms and left the hut. Edan had caught the roan warhorse and took Sloan as Gareth handed her to him so he could mount. Once he was in the saddle, Edan returned Sloan to him and then quickly mounted his own horse before turning to gallop back the way they had come. As they ducked tree limbs and made for open ground, Edan reached back into his saddlebag and withdrew a horn, blowing on it to alert the men with the dogs that they had Sloan and were riding back toward the path where they could find help for Gareth’s mate.

Once they had cleared the woods, both Gareth and Edan urged their horses on at an even faster pace. Every time Sloan moaned or her body writhed in pain, Gareth’s heart clutched in his chest. They charged across the hills headed back toward Calon Onest. Every so often, Edan blew the horn. Gareth hoped that if those who rushed to rendezvous with them heard it, they would begin to set up the makeshift camp that would serve as Sloan’s place of transitioning.

As they crested the hill, they saw people moving rapidly to finish readying the tent and camp for the precious burden he carried. They brought their horses to a halt just outside the tent. The animals were breathing hard and were lathered in sweat. Edan reached for the reins of Gareth’s horse.

“I will see that your stallion is well cared for. My prayers that we weren’t too late.”

Gareth acknowledged the young man’s words and carried Sloan into the tent. He wondered how many times he had taken wounded men to be tended by Fallon’s skillful hands. He prayed that Edan was right and that once more his surgeon could pull someone from the abyss of death.

Fallon had set up his large bed. He smiled as he realized she had borrowed sheets from Calon Onest. The ones that normally accompanied him when he was using the tent were serviceable and stood up to the rigors of travel. These were luxurious and soft to the touch.

“Let me help you get her out of those things. I’d like to see if I can determine in what stage of transition she is. Then we can make her comfortable and see her through it.”

“You must save her, Fallon.”

“I will do everything in my power to do so, Alpha. I am told she is strong and healthy. That will help...”

“But you see a problem?”

“They say that you turned her without her consent. If she fights the virus, it will be more difficult for her. And I don’t like the way she’s breathing.”

“She was unconscious and curled up on the floor when I found her. We got her here as quickly as we could.”

Fallon smiled. “This may be part of the problem.”

She took one of her scalpels and turned back to Sloan. Gareth growled menacingly.

“I mean your mate no harm, Alpha. The stays on her corset are tight as they would be for anyone who has her figure. I believe they have restricted her breathing and just wanted to get the corset off quickly. We can unlace it if you like.”

“My apologies, Fallon. You know what you’re doing.”

Fallon smiled again. She quickly cut the lacing, freeing Sloan from the corset and her breathing immediately improved. “That’s much better.”

“She seems to be in pain.”

“She is, Alpha. If you could light the candles, they will help her relax and breathe easier. I will give her one of my pain tonics and then we’ll get her tucked up into bed.” She laid her hand on Gareth’s arm. “I do not believe you were too late. Your mate will be restored to you.”

“Once again, Fallon, I will be in your debt. We will name our firstborn daughter after you.”

“I would be honored, my lord.”

Gareth quickly walked around the tent and lit the candles that Fallon had placed within it. He could smell she had also put something on the coals that burned in the small heater. He wondered if the calming influence of the candles was just for Sloan or was meant for him as well. He watched as Fallon got the tonic into Sloan’s system.

They worked together to get Sloan out of her clothing and into the delicate gossamer nightgown Rowan had sent with Fallon. Gareth realized he had a lot to make up for where his brother’s mate was concerned... including, he supposed, the spanking he meant to give his own mate as soon as she was recovered.

“May I suggest that you get something to eat? She should rest more easily now until the virus takes hold.”

“You may suggest, but I will not leave my mate.”

Fallon smiled. “Your mate is a most fortunate woman to have earned your devotion so quickly. Ruari sent word back to Ravenscar to prepare for her coming. The men with us seem quite taken with the idea of you having found your fated mate and that she is, or rather was, human.”

Gareth watched over Sloan, never leaving her side except when absolutely necessary. As the virus took hold and he could feel her pain and fear, he sought to soothe her with sound and touch, speaking and purring at her as he stroked her body. Fallon administered several tonics that seemed to help quiet her.

He was holding Sloan during a particularly violent seizure-like episode when he looked at Fallon and said, “I did this to her...”

Fallon laid her hand on his. “She will be fine, Alpha. She is actually doing better than I had even hoped and will not have any memory of the way the virus ravaged her system. Even those who were the closest to death, and who we almost lost, report nothing but pleasant memories and feeling as though they drifted through time and space.”

“Come back to me, beloved,” he whispered to Sloan.

* * *
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Three days later, Sloan’s eyes began to flutter as her body and mind ascended from the inky darkness. She could feel his presence even before his touch registered with her conscious brain. She moaned. He had found her. She could recall getting to the crofter’s cottage and getting inside. After that, she recalled nothing but peaceful, vivid dreams.

She had seen Gareth. She knew it to be him even though he did not look like the man who now held her in his arms, cradling her against his side and rocking her gently. A woman, unknown to her, was quickly at her side, urging her to drink something. Sloan shook her head and pushed at her hand in an effort to keep it away.

“Shh, Sloan, Fallon is just trying to help. Be a good girl and drink the tonic. It will help ease the pain,” Gareth crooned.

“You did this to me,” Sloan accused. “Bloody hell, I feel like shit.”

Gareth chuckled. “You might have felt better had you stayed at Calon Onest, but I assure you once you are recovered, I will make you forget the pain that clutched at you as you forced yourself to flee or that with which you woke. The only pain that you will be focused on is the welts I mean to lay across your backside once you have recovered.”

Gareth brought his hand up to brush the hair out of her face and took the vial from the woman he had called Fallon. As he brought it to her mouth, Sloan reached forward and bit his hand, causing him to drop it.

“Enough, Sloan. Fallon says you need to have the tonic. If you will not take it by mouth, there is another way to introduce it to your system.”

“No, there isn’t,” she snarled.

“I’m afraid, Mistress, there is...”

“Don’t call me that,” Sloan growled, finding her wolf voice. “The only way you can get me to drink something is via my mouth.”

“But that is not the only way to introduce it into your system. When someone is unconscious, we often insert an instrument into their bottom hole and gently squeeze the medicine out of the vial to be absorbed by the tissues there and into the body. In many ways, it is more efficient to do it that way.”

“There is no fucking way you are sticking something up my butt!”

“Then, my beloved, I suggest you start cooperating. If you don’t drink the medicine Fallon wants you to take, I will hold you down so that she can administer it through your bottom hole.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she growled, narrowing her eyes at him as they glowed with anger and defiance.

Gareth barked a short laugh. “And you thought I wouldn’t turn you without your consent—yet here we are. Will you consent to let Fallon help you or must I force that as well?”

Fallon brought another vial forward. Sloan struggled to break free of Gareth’s hold and snarled at the woman. She quickly found herself drawn over her mate’s hard thigh, her legs trapped between his, and her ass at the highest point of her body. Gareth pulled the delicate nightgown up over her rump, exposing it to the cool night air.

“Be thankful you are not yet sufficiently recovered for me to put you in this position to spank you for this foolishness,” he growled. “Fallon, get me the instrument. I will administer it to my mate under your supervision.”

“Yes, Alpha,” she said, moving to get what was needed and returning all too quickly.

“Last chance, Sloan, do you want to yield to me and take your medicine or must I give it to you this way?”

“You bastard,” she said, trying to bite his calf.

Gareth’s hand descended in one hard strike to her bare bottom, causing her to yowl. It hurt far worse than either of Tristan’s spankings. And what was worse was that it seemed to jolt her body into an advanced state of arousal. She could feel her nipples beading and her feminine dew gathering at the entrance to her core. She wanted to die of embarrassment when she heard Gareth scent the air and chuckle.

“Next time you try to bite, unless it is in passionate response to my fucking you, I’ll paddle your backside and then use that moisture between your legs to lubricate your bottom hole for my cock.”

“Begging your pardon, Alpha, but it would make the nozzle go in more easily if it was smeared with her slick. I have an oil I use on the men, but...”

Gareth slipped his hand between her legs and gathered the evidence of her arousal as Sloan lay helplessly prone over his knee. She glanced back over her shoulder to see him slathering it over the tip of the instrument. Sloan wanted to die from the embarrassment and renewed her struggles.

“Easy, mate. It will be easier if you relax and breathe through it. There will come a time I breach your bottom hole with my cock, and it will accommodate me. The nozzle is far smaller so it should not be an issue.”

Fallon handed Gareth the device with the vial and he pressed the tip against her tight rosebud.

“Gareth, no, I’ll drink it.”

“You may have that chance the next time it is offered. But this time, we will proceed the way we are.”

He continued to press gently, but firmly against her tight sphincter. Sloan tried to keep him from succeeding, but eventually, the ring of muscle gave way and she felt it slip in her back passage. It was uncomfortable and she wanted it removed. She was just getting used to the humiliation and discomfort when the fluid began to be released into her back passage. What had already felt full now became uncomfortably so. The sensation was unpleasant, and she wiggled, trying to get away, earning her a warning growl from Gareth.

“It’s all in there,” said Gareth to Fallon. “Do I just remove it or leave it or...”

“It needs to have time to absorb. It is best if she is on her belly, preferably with her bottom higher than the rest of her body and...”

Sloan couldn’t imagine what would cause Fallon to be so embarrassed she couldn’t speak.

“And what?” Gareth asked sharply.

“With the men, my lord, we have a small plug that gets inserted to keep the medicine from being expelled.”

“Then get me the plug and arrange these pillows for Sloan to lie on.”

“Yes, Alpha.”

Sloan watched silently as Fallon did as Gareth ordered and brought him the plug. He removed the device that had administered the medicine and quickly inserted it. It was bigger than the nozzle and had a flared base that pressed against her dark rosebud.

“I can see where this might be a useful thing to have when one has a naughty mate in need of humbling or correction. I may keep this one if you have others.”

“Of course, my lord,” Fallon stammered as she arranged the pillows.

“You and I will never be friends,” seethed Sloan and was rewarded by another harsh swat to her exposed backside. “Damn it, Gareth.” He landed another stinging blow.

“I suggest, beloved, that you start behaving before I deem you well enough to receive correction. Are you done?”

When she didn’t answer him, he spanked her again.

“Oww, Gareth. Yes, I’m done.”

“There’s a good mate,” he grumbled at her, still somewhat annoyed but definitely aroused.

He lifted her off his lap and placed her on the bed with the pillows under her hips to elevate her ass.

“Fallon, why don’t you go get something to eat and try to rest. I will remain here with my mate and have someone come get you if it appears Sloan is in distress.”

“I am in distress, you bastard. You bit me while you were fucking me in a tunnel and then you carried me through the damn keep with your cock up my cunt. You force me to take my vows to you nearly naked and on my knees in front of the ranking members of my pack and now you’ve spanked me while you have something stuck up my ass. I am the very definition of distress.”

Gareth barely managed to suppress a chuckle.

“First, little wolf, I didn’t spank you. I swatted you a few times to get your attention. I’ve always found it curious how much better females listen when you are communicating with them through their bottom. Second, yes, I marked my fated mate as mine,” he said, lovingly stroking the rapidly healing wound.

He smiled benignly as he continued, “Third, I carried you back to our bed in a way designed to let you and every other wolf in that keep know that you are now mine and will be for all time. Fourth, you refused to acknowledge my claim, so I forced it from you.”

He bent and brushed her lips with his. “And last, but not least, the plug is in your asshole because you refused to behave and drink your medicine. There it will remain until I decide it should be removed. Now unless you’d like me to add to the number of swats I’ve already given to you, I suggest you settle down.”

“May I have something delivered to you and your mate?” Fallon asked quietly.

Oh, lord, thought Sloan, she’d forgotten the woman was even here. She felt Gareth cover her naked back and ass with the nightgown.

“Thank you, Fallon, that would be appreciated. But after you tell someone else, I want you to go try and get some rest.”

“Do you like humiliating me in front of others?” Sloan whispered on the verge of tears she refused to shed after she heard Fallon depart.

“I did not humiliate you. I humbled you, but never think I would tolerate anyone speaking ill of you. You need a bit of humbling, mate. Rowan did you no favors by bringing you into a pack that had no structure or support for its females. I can assure you that you will have both with me at Ravenscar.”

“I don’t want to be your fated mate.”

Gareth rubbed her back and purred at her in a soothing, yet somewhat seductive way.

“But you are, beloved. As I am yours.”

“Did it ever occur to you to leave me be?”

“No, because I am your fated mate,” he said. “Do not fear, beloved; all will be well.”
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Chapter Six
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The next few days passed quietly. Sloan began to recover her strength. The first two days she spent refusing to drink Fallon’s tonics and/or growling at Fallon. All that earned her were a couple of swats from her mate before he would administer the medicine through her rear and plug her bottom far longer than she was sure it actually took for the medicine to absorb. Finally, on the third day, when Fallon offered the vial to her, she took it and drank the contents.

After she left their tent, Gareth chuckled. “That’s a shame. I’d grown rather fond of seeing your pretty little bottom hole with a plug in it.”

“You didn’t tell me your medic was a woman.”

Gareth looked at her in confusion. “I suppose I didn’t. Fallon was born at Ravenscar. Her family have been our surgeons and nurses for as long as anyone can remember. It is said that it is through their efforts that our pack did not lose anyone during the great plague. Would you prefer she was a man?”

“No, not at all. I’m just a little shocked. I didn’t know women could practice medicine and I sure as hell didn’t think the surgeon that traveled with you would be female.”

Fallon reentered the tent and smiled. “It is rather unusual, but then our alpha does not concern himself with what others think...”

“Of that I am all too aware,” said Sloan.

“My brother was the last surgeon for the pack, and I was trained to be his assistant. When he fell in battle...” Fallon’s voice faltered.

“When he fell,” continued Gareth, “Fallon stepped in without even being asked and saved the lives of five of our men, one of whom was human and had to be turned in order to save him. After watching her work in such adverse circumstances, I asked her to take her brother’s place. She is also a skilled midwife; we are fortunate that of late her talents have most often been utilized in that capacity.”

“But in that I failed you...” Fallon said in a quiet, broken tone.

“No,” said Gareth emphatically. “You did not fail. Eloise was never meant to bear my children. Ours was a pairing that never should have been. If anyone was responsible for their deaths, it is me. The child was not conceived of a knot or even in love. I should never have agreed to the pairing and once I realized her unhappiness, I should have dissolved the union, and allowed her to find her true mate.”

A profound silence hung in the air. Sloan could see Fallon’s guilt abated somewhat as Gareth tried to take the blame. She could feel his sorrow and culpability. He might be arrogant and demanding, but she was beginning to see that he cared deeply for those he considered pack.

“So, now what?” Sloan asked. “How much longer will we stay here?”

“I was coming to tell our alpha that I believe you are completely recovered from your transition. I would like to see you remain quiet for a few more days, but I believe you are well enough to travel. Edan has remained with us, Alpha, and asked if you wanted him to ride to Calon Onest to have them prepare for your return.”

“You might want to tell them I survived,” muttered Sloan.

Gareth’s hand descended quickly and sharply on her upturned rump; Sloan yowled in response.

“That has already been seen to. Unlike you, I do not want our pack, or my brother’s, to have to worry about you. If you could stay with my mate for a few minutes, I would like a chance to speak with Edan.”

* * *
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Gareth left their tent and went in search of Edan. He found the young man amongst their soldiers helping to ensure the camp was in good order. He thought to himself that his brother would be lucky to keep him. Edan had all the makings of a good beta. Gareth smiled as he approached him.

Edan quickly drew himself up and his body lost the relaxed look it had exhibited moments before. “How may I be of service, my lord?”

“Relax, Edan,” he said, placing his hand on his shoulder. “I owe you a debt I can never repay. I wanted to thank you for your help and let you know you are welcome at my hearth anytime.”

“While she is now your mate, my lord, there was a time I called her pack.” Edan smiled, relaxing a bit. “Whether she yet recognizes it or not, Sloan is indeed fortunate enough to have been claimed by a fated mate who obviously cares for her.”

Edan turned and took his leave. Ruari joined Gareth.

“He’s a good man. He would do well as a beta in the right pack.”

“I agree. I don’t think Alaric will have him for long. I think once he sees Rowan is settled with Alaric and Arielle is mated to the right wolf, he may well seek his fortune in service to another.”

“Your mate is fully recovered?”

Gareth laughed. “Not as recovered as I’d like, but once she is home, we can get things back on track.”

* * *
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Sloan had undertaken the role of the mostly dutiful mate. She was careful to tread a fine line as Gareth was far too intelligent to believe that just because she had successfully transitioned, she would become complacent and submissive. Sloan spent the little time she was alone with Fallon trying to get to know her and asking questions she didn’t want Gareth to overhear.

“Fallon, can I ask you some questions about my new state of being?”

“What do you mean, Milady?” Fallon responded a bit anxiously.

“Please relax, Fallon. There are things I need to know. Normally, I’d ask Rowan, but she isn’t here.”

“Like what?”

“What’s it like to be wolf? For instance, how do I shift? I’ve only rarely seen anyone in my pack in anything other than their human form. How does one even go about shifting?”

“I’m not sure our alpha would not want to teach you that...”

“But see, I wanted to learn and then invite him to go for a run as a kind of surprise bonding gift. Gareth is so sure of everything; I’d like to get it right instead of having him watch me struggle.”

Fallon smiled, relaxing for the first time in her presence. “I’d be happy to help you. What a thoughtful gift. It’s really very easy.”

“For those of you born wolf,” Sloan said, smiling, suppressing her resentment that he had stolen her choice in the matter.

“You should already feel your wolf at the back of your consciousness. All you need to do is quiet your mind and your emotions and call her forth.”

“So it can only be done when I am at peace?”

“No; it’s best to learn that way, but once learned, it becomes as easy and natural as breathing. Why don’t you sit here on the bed? I should warn you that the first couple of times can be physically uncomfortable, but that will pass.”

Sloan smiled at her, beginning to genuinely like Fallon and wishing that she didn’t have to take advantage of her.

“The pain being kind of a rite of passage?” Sloan asked.

Fallon nodded. “In a way.”

She tried calling forth her wolf the first few times with Fallon in attendance. The first time had been an utter and complete debacle, which had resulted in both teacher and pupil dissolving into gales of laughter.

But as she continued, she began to only pretend that she was struggling. Fallon had been right; the more she practiced, the easier and more swiftly she could accomplish the change. She hinted to Fallon that she might give up on her gift, as she found the process painful and disorienting. Fallon was loving and supportive as she encouraged her to keep trying. Sloan hid her progress and was beginning to be able to shift seamlessly from human to wolf and back again. She bided her time and waited.

Gareth had taken to sharing their bed, insisting that she sleep spooned against him with her back to his front. She was usually aware that he was awake when his cock began to nudge her backside. He began to fondle her bottom hole as well as her nipples and clit. Fallon had counseled him not to resume using her in the way that alphas used their mates, but Gareth felt that getting her used to the idea that he would touch her whenever, wherever, and however he chose was good for her. She hated to admit it, but she was becoming frustrated with his unwillingness to finish what his fondling started and that the idea of sharing his bed was no longer reprehensible.

Gareth had reluctantly begun to leave her for long stretches during the day while he worked and trained with his men. He allowed Sloan to join them on the field for an hour or two so that she could enjoy the fresh air and sunshine but was careful to keep her from becoming overtired. He had forbidden her to help in any way within the camp.

The one time she had growled at one of their men and pushed him to the side so that she could help with meal preparation, Gareth had grasped her by the arm and marched her to their tent, peppering her derriere with hard swats until they were inside.

“Damn it, Gareth, that hurts,” she said, swinging around to face him.

“Not nearly as much as it will should you choose to disobey me again. I will tell you now that if we were not so far from home, and you so recently transitioned, our men would hear the caterwauling of their mistress as she gets her first taste of real discipline from me. Disobey me again and you will enter Ravenscar as Rowan entered Calon Onest as Alaric’s mate—draped over my saddle with your red bottom on display.”

More and more Sloan could feel the advantages of being wolf. She was recovering rapidly and felt far better than she let on. She tried to get out of their tent and walk around to increase her physical conditioning. If she was to escape Gareth, she would need to be in as good of shape as she possibly could be. But Sloan was unprepared for the pain that clawed at her insides when she thought about leaving Gareth.

Sloan woke and watched as Gareth sat on the edge of their bed pulling on his boots. He smiled as he saw her wake and ran his hand under the covers to cup her breast and stimulate the nipple until he tugged on it affectionately.

“It pleases me that your body responds so readily to my touch. Our children will sup well from their mother’s breast,” he said in a voice that held both warmth and lust.

“How long will you be gone?” she said in a neutral tone.

“Most of the day. We will hunt today to replenish our supply of fresh meat. I expect we will break camp and head for home in the next few days. I want you to rest and stay in our tent while I am away from camp.”

“Gareth, can’t I...”

He leaned over and kissed her, cutting off her protest. “You can, mate, do as you’re told.” He reached over and patted her rump lovingly.

Sloan said nothing as he stood, picked up his bow and arrows, and strode away. She got out of bed, pulling on a dressing gown that had been given to her. She opened the tent flap and watched as Gareth mounted his horse and rode off in search of large game with his men.

Fallon entered the tent and checked her vitals. “You have made a splendid recovery from your transition, Mistress. I think when you feel ready you may tell our alpha that you are able to accommodate his needs in all ways.”

Sloan had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. As capable as she was as a surgeon, Fallon was very uncomfortable in speaking to her woman to woman or talking about sex in plain terms.

“Thank you, Fallon. Our alpha wishes for me to stay quiet in our tent while he is gone today. Perhaps if I do as he asks, I will be able to entice him back between my thighs.”

Too embarrassed to speak, Fallon agreed and withdrew quickly. Sloan knew she should feel badly about misleading her, but she wanted as much time alone as she could give herself. She turned to the back of the tent and quickly unlaced the edge that bound it to one of the poles, creating an opening that she could slip through.

Sloan centered herself and called forth her wolf; the change came over her as her beast came to the fore. Shifting was now no more difficult than slipping on a warm shawl to ward off a cool evening. It was an odd feeling. Her human consciousness still existed, but she could feel that of the wolf as well. She nosed the back of the tent open and scented the air. There were no humans or those of her kind present. Sloan shook her head and wondered when she had started thinking of humans as no longer her kind. Slipping through the tent, she ran in the opposite direction of Gareth.

Running as a wolf was exhilarating. The feel of the grass beneath her paws as she galloped toward the coastal forest was something she could never have imagined. It was as soft as the most expensive rug, and yet she could feel every blade of grass. It seemed that the farther she ran, the more distance she put between herself and her troubled mind.

Sloan had been drawn to Gareth in a profound and fundamental way. But, having questioned her ability to be happy in a society that was so heavily male-dominated, she had come to the conclusion that it was highly unlikely. Arielle had talked about feeling loved and protected. She had picked up on that from Gareth, but the confinements that she-wolves had to live within were not something she could accept.

The emptiness that had taken hold of her when Gareth had ridden out this morning was lifting, and she was filled with the tang of the salt air and the knowledge that she was free. She believed that being able to shift would allow her to live her own life in her own way. She would try to find a way to get word back to Rowan that she was safe and to encourage her to embrace her new life with Alaric, which seemed to be what Rowan now wanted.

Sloan ran for miles, changing her course often. She traveled through streams and then down onto the beach to run amongst the waves, knowing that her tracks would be erased by the incoming tide and her scent masked by the water. After several hours she stopped in a sheltered cove and stretched out on the warm sand. She shifted and then realized she hadn’t thought to bring clothes with her. She laughed for the first time in days. She’d have to find a cottage or farm and borrow some clothing.

She took stock of where she was, shifted again, and headed for a fishing village she thought was close by. Sloan found that the more often she called upon her wolf self, the more integrated the two became.

As she got closer to the village, she noticed abandoned farms and every hackle along her spine began to rise. Wanting to lose her scent in the water again, she padded toward the stream that she knew ran through this section of land... the soil was wet, but there was no water. Knowing which way the current normally flowed, she trotted upstream and heard the sound of building.

She sank to the ground and belly crawled closer. There was something wrong about all of this. She tried to pinpoint what it was and stopped to try to utilize all her senses. Sloan scented the air and realized what it was—something didn’t smell right... literally. She could smell fish, but they were rotting and there was no aroma of human or wolf. She couldn’t identify the smell, other than it was just wrong. She continued making her way surreptitiously through the grass toward the sound. She peeked her head just above the grass to look... dam-builders. Mutants that had evolved from the plague as a kind of half-beaver/half-human. Slow-witted, they had, nonetheless, been driven out of Britannia. They destroyed freshwater rivers and streams as well as drained the land dry of both water and other resources before moving on.

Sloan backed away, keeping low. The only thing dam-builders liked better than building barricades to water was fucking, and humans were their species of choice for pleasure. The males would breed other dam-builders to sire offspring, but preferred to rut with human females often to the point that the woman was left for dead.

She made her way back toward the coast and found a place to hide amongst the tall dunes and driftwood that had been washed ashore. Sloan found the discarded carcasses of some rotting fish and rolled in it to further mask her own scent; she curled up and waited for nightfall. She hadn’t expected the toll that being in her wolf form and being parted from Gareth would take on her. She was exhausted.

* * *
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Gareth reentered the camp triumphant from the day’s hunt. They had done well, and they would eat fresh venison this night.

“Fallon!” he called, wanting to ask after his mate.

“Yes, Alpha?” she said, coming out of her medical tent.

“How fares my mate?”

“She improves with each day. Her strength is quickly regaining, and I believe she would welcome your attention... your more amorous attention,” she stammered.

Gareth laughed, picked her up and swung her around. “She would, would she? Then you have provided me with the best news of the day.” Gareth set her down and headed for Ruari.

As Gareth approached him, Ruari called to him. “Alpha?”

“See that the men are fed well tonight and have a tray set outside my tent. I will be happily ensconced with my mate, who I am told is fully recovered.”

Ruari smiled at him. “I will see you are not disturbed.”

Gareth turned toward his own tent. He couldn’t remember a time he had been happier. Perhaps, he thought, Sloan’s actual claiming and marking, which had been extraordinary and the most completely and erotically satisfying encounter of his entire life, was only the start. He looked forward to a lifetime of trying to improve on that memory. Gareth was well aware that he had taken and turned Sloan without her consent, but her response to him made him believe that it was only her fear of the unknown that kept her from embracing her new life with him to the fullest.

As he approached his tent, he realized he could not feel her presence. He broke into a run and threw back the tent flap. His eyes immediately focused on the back wall where she had created an opening. Her clothing was in disarray on the floor. He could detect her wolf scent. She had shifted and made a run for it. It seemed his mate was going to force him to run her to ground after all.

“Sloan!” he howled.

His cry swiftly brought Ruari, Fallon, and others to where he stood. The opening in the back of their tent gave them all the explanation they needed.

“When did you teach her to shift?” asked Ruari.

“I didn’t,” growled Gareth.

“Well, someone had to have done so...” said his beta in a confused tone.

“I’m afraid I am the cause of this, Alpha. She told me she wanted to surprise you, to give it to you as a kind of gift in celebration of your pairing. I believed her...” stammered Fallon.

Gareth put his hand consolingly on her shoulder. “It is not your fault. She lied to you and misled us all. You will have her apology once I have brought her back and blistered her backside. If she has recovered sufficiently to shift and run, she is well enough to feel the consequences for doing so.” He turned to Ruari. “Fetch me a fresh horse, clothing for myself and my mate, and two or three of the men who were not out on the hunt. I will shift and track Sloan. Send a rider to Calon Onest to ensure she doesn’t seek refuge with Rowan.”

“Yes, Alpha.”

Gareth entered his tent and quickly stripped out of his clothing. He shifted and immediately recognized her scent. He went through the opening that she had used to escape and howled mournfully at the sky, then began to run. It wasn’t safe out here for her. She had no idea how to be wolf, no idea how the shift could sap her energy reserves and leave her unable to care for herself.

While their kind had been able to keep other shifters in line and virtually wipe out any mutants in Britannia, it didn’t mean that their land was without danger. Having lived so isolated at Calon Onest, she had no idea of the politics amongst wolves and the various factions that vied for favor and power.

He could hear his men mounted on horseback following close behind. He vaguely wondered if Sloan knew how blatantly disobeying him would force him to deal with her in a more public display than he would have liked. He recalled Alaric saying that baring Rowan’s well-punished backside had been necessary to humble her and force her to begin to accept her new role.

Gareth had thought that by claiming Sloan in the manner he had and taking her to their chamber still impaled on his cock, he had done all that was necessary to establish his dominance with her. But he had underestimated her stubbornness and defiance. He would see both quelled when he caught up to her. The memory of her climaxing as he carried her to their room biting down on the top of his shoulder in order to keep from crying out brought him to a halt as he howled again.

She wasn’t as easy to track as he would have liked. She had switched her trail back and forth, crossing over herself and going through water. Much as he hated to admit it, Sloan was clever and adapted quickly. She would need to apply that ability in her new role. Gareth realized that it was a lot for her to accept, but he also knew that she had felt his call and understood what it meant... for both of them.

Gareth became tired and winded, but he pressed on. He did not want Sloan to be alone in the dark in an area that she did not know without friends or support of any kind. He found the spot where she had stretched out in the sand and rested and then turned inland. He shifted briefly to human form.

“You men fan out. See if you can find a village or farms. Sloan is smart enough to know she’s going to need clothing and supplies. She was an adept thief before she came to Calon Onest and so will be looking to help herself.”

“And if we find her?”

Gareth smiled grimly. “Short of injuring her, run her to ground, tie her up, and bring her to me. I’m going to continue to track her, but it’s getting dark and I’m hopeful we can find her before she manages to get herself hurt.”

His men separated as each sought to be the one to return their alpha’s mate to him. Gareth thought about calling for her, but feared he was too far away for it to be effective and would only serve to give her warning. He shifted and began to follow her trail once again.

* * *
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Every instinct in Sloan told her that as the light began to fail, she needed to try to put distance between herself and the dam-builders. The problem was that in her exhausted state she had dozed off and now found herself caught between them. She could smell some of them above the dunes and some below her on the beach. There was no way for her to leave her hiding place and not be spotted. The worst part was that she had reverted back to her human form. She knew the rotted fish still masked her smell but was worried about trying to shift. She didn’t want to call any attention to herself or reveal her precarious position.

She peeked over a piece of driftwood and saw several of the male dam-builders in a circle around a female of their species. She knew which ones were males as their phalluses were out—odd, scaly, pointed things. While wolf-shifters in their human form had normal penises, these mutants had ones that were pointed and conically shaped. Granted, the alpha wolves could form knots, but other than Gareth being well endowed, his hadn’t looked any different from any other human male’s.

She crept around the group she believed to be above her, trying to stay upwind of them. She got to a small hillock with tall grasses and looked down into the village. She could hear the pitiful cries of female captives coming from a small hut. Sloan heard a short bark combined with a whistle behind her. One of them had spotted her!

“Female!” he chortled.

“And human,” said another, joining him.

They ran to surround her. Sloan was shocked to see their cocks emerge and come to attention quickly as they gathered around her. The first one grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet. His gnarled hand with its thick nails grasped her breast, pinching her nipple. He lifted her off the ground. It surprised Sloan that he was as strong as he was. He gnashed his protruding front teeth together and they made a disturbing clacking sound. She fought down a wave of panic. The mutant shoved his nose between her legs and inhaled before exhaling in a huffing kind of way.

“Breedable?” one asked.

“Smells like it, but her scent is off. Maybe she’s just dirty... we haven’t left them much water to bathe in.”

“Let’s take her down and each have a turn,” said one of the others, stroking his short, but fat prick. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I haven’t earned enough credits to get to breed and I’m tired of my own hand.”

The others nodded in understanding and empathy. Two of the creatures grasped her by her arms and started to force her down by pressing down on her shoulders. Sloan had dealt with lustful animals before... they may have been human, but she had discovered one species was much like another when it came to wanting to fuck.

“All of you for just one of me?” she asked, hoping her voice sounded somewhat seductive.

“That’s what we do,” said the one closest to her head. “We share. Our females are bred repeatedly until they quicken. Then we leave them in our lodges until they give birth and the cycle starts again.”

“But I’m not like you,” Sloan stammered.

“But sometimes humans will quicken. If not, we just use them for sport.”

They forced Sloan to her knees onto the sand and surrounded her. Their flat tails started to slap the ground, and she watched as they shifted their weight back and forth. Sloan gathered herself and tried to find her calm, centered space. She had not yet mastered shifting to the point that she could do it on the move. She ceased all movement and worked to clear her mind of all thought and emotion.

Her task would have been easier had she not been surrounded by mutants intent on raping her. She began to relax as she realized they were no match for the wolf she would become. She sensed the she-wolf lurking at the edges of her mind. Sloan could feel her strength and fury gathered and ready to spring forth. Quietly she released her hold on her human form. For the first time, her body shifted seamlessly and painlessly from human to wolf.

While Sloan felt her body morphing from one form to another as if in slow motion, she knew that to anyone watching she appeared to shift in the blink of an eye. Her body settled into its wolf form as power surged throughout her system. Whirling in a circle, hackles raised, she growled and snapped at the dam-builders who had not counted on her being a wolf-shifter. Sloan went on the offensive, managing to inflict numerous bites that were deep enough to draw blood. The dam-builders jumped back and Sloan bounded through the opening, running down the beach and putting distance between herself and the grotesque beings.

She needed to escape, but she also needed to figure out a way to free the women being held and get word to Gareth and to those at Calon Onest that there were mutants in the area. She wasn’t sure of the actual territorial boundaries of Calon Onest, but the dam-builders were far too close to her former home for Sloan to simply ignore them.
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Chapter Seven
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Gareth’s men had regrouped and approached him, and Gareth shifted to greet them. One threw him his clothing.

“Speak,” he said as he began hastily getting dressed.

“There’s a fishing village up ahead,” said Toby, who was one of Gareth’s best swordsmen. “I got close enough and noticed the smell was off. I got closer... mutants... a whole village of them. Dam-builders, which would explain why some of the farms we found have been abandoned.”

Gareth swore under his breath and nodded. “They dammed up the water supply. Locating Sloan and getting her to safety is now more important than ever. We will find my mate first, then we will worry about the mutants. I want two of you to take a position where we can stand our ground if we need to and a point at which we can rally once we have Sloan safely in custody. There should be pitch in my saddlebags. While Toby and I continued to search for my mate, start dipping your arrows in the pitch. If we need to, we can use fire to fend them off.”

Gareth sharply inhaled as the pain of knowing Sloan was in danger hit him. He breathed through it and swung up onto his horse. He only hoped she stayed in wolf form so she wasn’t overwhelmed by the agony that could easily possess a person when parted from their mate.

They turned their horses toward the village. Gareth stretched out his feelings and located her. It was faint, but he could sense her presence. He lifted his head and sniffed the air. Her scent was there but muffled somehow. He breathed in again and smiled. She had rolled in something to mask her smell.

They crested the dunes and spied the village. Between their position and it, six dam-builders had Sloan and they were trying to force her down. He and Toby unsheathed their swords and were set to charge, when he watched her shift and attack those who had thought to rape her. The mutants jumped back, and Sloan was able to get away.

“Alpha? Do you hear them? Women... not mutants,” said Toby, drawing his attention away from Sloan.

Gareth listened. Toby was right. He could make out the distinct sound of females crying and in distress. There were several of them, and they were being held in the village. He scanned the landscape for Sloan. He knew her well enough to know if she had heard those women, she would not leave them behind.

“Alpha, is that your mate?” said Toby, pointing to something moving in the grasses on the other side of the village.

“Yes. Apparently, your mistress has decided upon a rescue mission. Toby, go get the others; we’re going to need to charge into that village and get those women and my mate.”

“Our mistress is a she-wolf of rare courage and beauty, Alpha,” said Toby with admiration.

“She is a she-wolf that will feel the sting of her mate’s hand on her backside when I get her safe,” responded Gareth.

“They say the Madonna of the North often felt her mate’s displeasure. Perhaps human-born she-wolves are just more difficult.”

Toby wheeled his horse and went to get the others. Gareth breathed deeply and watched Sloan. He wanted to reach out to her to reassure her she wasn’t alone and that he was close by. The problem was that he worried if he did, that she knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t abandon those being held prisoner and that she would use the time it took to secure their safety to evade his capture.

His men joined up behind him. They each had an arrow dipped in pitch and set alight. They handed him one of his own and his bow.

“Fire the village,” Gareth called back as he spurred his horse forward and loosed his arrow.

His men did the same and then formed a lopsided v-formation as they charged the village. Gareth slashed and battled his way through the meager defenses of those who had occupied the village. Even though Gareth and his men were badly outnumbered, the mutants were no match for true warriors and easily fell to his men.

Gareth easily mowed through those who stood between himself and Sloan as she broke through the back of the hut and began helping the women out. Gareth leaned out of his saddle and picked her up, throwing her across his horse. There were only three women and so Toby and his other men each grabbed one and galloped toward the spot they had left the pitch.

Gareth brought his stallion to a sliding stop and turned back toward the village. The entire village was on fire and the surviving dam-builders were far more concerned with trying to save their possessions than pursuing the wolves who had discovered them. He howled in triumph and landed a stinging blow to his mate’s backside when she struggled to get up.

His men passed him, their faces alight with victory that even the descending darkness couldn’t hide. He leaned down to his mate. “You, my beloved mate, have a lot to answer for. You will remain draped over the front of my saddle until I choose to allow you up.”

He punctuated the end of his sentence with his hand connecting sharply with her upturned and naked backside. He spun his horse on its haunches and closed the distance between his men and himself as they headed back for their camp.

They made good time and once they were far enough away, Gareth signaled his men to stop and allow the three captured women to sit up in front of them.

“I am Gareth, Alpha of Ravenscar,” he said, addressing them. “You are safe. The she-wolf draped over my horse is my beloved mate who has been at her naughtiest today. I am going to hold back so that I can let her up and allow her to get dressed. My men will keep riding until you have reached the safety of my encampment where you will be given shelter, and then we will decide what’s to be done.”

He reined his horse to a stop and waited until they were out of eyesight. As the darkness had fallen and their only light was a full moon and the starry sky, it didn’t take long. Gareth dismounted and then let Sloan slide off the horse.

“I’m glad to see you have fully recovered from your transition,” he rumbled at her as he tossed her clothes to her.

“I never agreed to be your mate,” she seethed.

“I have witnesses that say differently,” he said, happy to see that her spirit was undaunted by her close call at being rutted by the dam-builders.

“Fucking me to the point I could neither think nor do anything to protect myself, then ripping open my neck and stripping me of my humanity before forcing me to kneel at your feet so that I would say what you want negates my vow.”

Gareth chuckled. “You learned very little of our ways at Calon Onest. Defiant she-wolves have had their vows forced from them for as long as our story has been recorded.”

“I am not a she-wolf!”

“You are now. You are not the first, nor will you be the last, to be brought to heel by a male wolf intent on making a reluctant mate his... as you are mine. What will be remembered and recorded was that you voiced your vow. Your vow was heard, not once, but twice. Once while you were in the throes of my passionate embrace and once exhausted from the same and kneeling beside me. You bear my mark and will do so until the end of your days. There is no one to dispute that you are my fated mate.”

“I’m not what you want,” she cried.

Gareth was confused. “You are the only one I have ever wanted.”

“Arielle...”

“Is a child. I would have found her more to my liking than Eloise, but neither would ever have provided me with the passion and helpmate I will have with you. Never would I have lost all reason and claimed and marked Arielle in a tunnel while others listened to her rapturous cries. Were you human at all today?”

“Only briefly when I went to get those women...”

“And did you feel the clutch of anguish that being parted from me caused?”

“I just thought that it was a side effect of being in wolf form.”

He shook his head. “Sometimes I forget you are not shifter-born. That pain would only have increased with time and distance. It gnawed at me from the moment I discovered you gone; it only started to abate when I put you on my horse with me. Get dressed, Sloan.”

“You may forget, but I won’t. And I won’t forget that you didn’t even bother to ask me.”

Gareth growled and pulled her to him, his mouth devouring hers and silencing all her protests—letting her feel the torment her having run from him had caused. He crushed her in his embrace as he allowed her to experience all the emotions that were whirling around and threatening to drown her in their depths.

* * *
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Sloan knew she should be frightened of him, but she wasn’t. The fact was that she had never felt more safe or loved than she did when he opened himself to her and let the waves of his energy crash all around her while he kept her safe in the harbor of his arms.

His kiss started off punishing and letting her know the agony and fear she had caused him. But as she allowed herself to soften to him, to mold herself to his hard body, she realized that resisting him was a waste of time. She recognized there was nothing she could do to ever truly escape him... nor did she want to. If she was Gareth’s mate, then just as assuredly, he was hers.

Sloan clung to him, matching his passion and fire. Their spirits bonded and slipped their earthly bonds as her physical body sought to assuage his need. She wanted nothing more than for Gareth to ruck up her skirt and take her roughly and thoroughly as he had done in the tunnel when he claimed her. Her nipples beaded up and ached for his touch. She reached for his hand that was clasping her ass and drew it up to her breast, encouraging him to envelop it, squeezing it before focusing his attention on her nipple.

She knew that Gareth felt her surrender to him as his mouth softened on hers and instead of demanding, began to coax her to kiss him back. His tongue danced in her mouth and emboldened hers to do the same. His mouth slanted across hers before lightly kissing down the side of her neck, nipping her ear and growling seductively. She sighed and threw back her head as he rolled her distended nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

Gareth kissed her mark, laved his tongue all around it before kissing it again and nuzzling up the other side of her neck until he captured her mouth again with his. Sloan’s body came alive in a way that it hadn’t before. She could feel sparks exploding throughout her entire being. Her clothing was smothering her; she didn’t want anything between herself and Gareth. She wanted—no, needed—to feel his strength as he possessed her and drove her to the heights of passion.

Sloan began tearing at his clothing, trying to remove his armor to get to him. Frustrated that there were so many layers, she reached beneath it to unfasten his breeches and smiled and growled seductively at the growing bulge concealed within.

Gareth grasped her hands and pinned them to her back. He held her wrists with one of his fists and then swatted her backside with considerable force with the other. Sloan growled at him and bit his lower lip. Gareth turned her out of his arms, fisted her hair, and found a rock outcropping on which he could sit. He had barely taken his seat before he trapped her between his legs, tilted her over his knee and raised her skirt, baring her derriere to the night air. He palmed her ass, rubbing it lightly. Goosebumps rose all over her rear end, both in reaction to the chill in the air and the arousal she could feel building between her legs.

He raised his hand and Sloan yelped in anticipation of the strike she knew was coming. She didn’t want him to spank her; she wanted him to fuck her. Gareth brought his hand down slowly and traced the crack between her lower cheeks to fondle her back entrance before trailing further down to stroke her labia, chuckling as she moaned and rubbed her swollen nub along his thigh. Gareth dipped his fingers into her sheath and Sloan felt humiliated—she was drenched and her channel pulsed around him, trying to find something larger and harder around which it could constrict. She desperately needed him to do something other than spank her.

Gareth chuckled at her discomfiture before raising his hand and then bringing it down on her ass in a stinging blow repeatedly, landing one strike after another on her upturned rump. Sloan squirmed and kicked her legs, but he held her in place while he methodically inflicted the punishment she knew he believed she was owed. Pure energy that morphed into arousal shot through her with each swat.

This spanking was worse than any of those that had come before. She wondered if it was because her senses were so heightened by her transition from human to wolf. The feeling of his callused hand connecting with her bare bottom caused waves of arousal to ripple throughout her body. It wasn’t just her bottom that felt his discipline, it was every fiber of her being. Her nipples were now stiff to the point she feared they would never soften and be comfortable again. Her clit was swollen as well, and she wanted him to cease striking her backside and instead rub against it, preferably with his pubic bone as he stroked her sheath with his cock.

Sloan’s pussy pulsed in the same rhythm as he spanked her and she yowled, but wasn’t sure if it was from pain, frustration, or a combination of both. He held her in place as he swatted her ass more than a dozen times. She knew from talking to Rowan that it would be swollen and red by the next morning. Her hips bounced on his lap and she could feel the effect it was having on him. His cock was throbbing and had to be uncomfortable.

Gareth began to focus on her lower butt cheeks and the delicate spot that lay at the juncture of her legs to her body. He splayed his hand so that part of it went between her legs and started to engage her swollen labia. His spanking of her aroused sex caused her to cry out.

“Gareth, no!”

His up-swinging hand smacked her vulva repeatedly with a lewd, wet splat. Sloan found it hard to accept that his harsh treatment of her was producing such a profound need for his dominant possession. She wailed, but the sound was a cross between pain and desire. As her ass and sex became more painful, her pussy became wetter. Gareth stopped but instead of rubbing her backside as she had come to expect when a spanking was finished, he shoved his fingers into her cunt, pumping them inside and out.

Sloan’s entire body went tense in anticipation. She rubbed her pleasure nub along the hardened length of him. She could hear his breathing was as labored as her own.

“I should leave you in this state, little wolf, until we get back to camp, but I fear the ride would be as agonizing for me as it would be for you.”

He fisted her hair once again, dragging her to her feet as he stood and then bent her over the rock he’d sat on to spank her. There was enough light from the moon that she could make out his actions as he unfastened his breeches and freed his cock. He rubbed the swollen head against her slick, wet pussy before inserting it just inside the entrance to her core. Gareth grasped her hips and rammed home.

Sloan experienced the exquisite torture of his large staff driving into her, filling her and burnishing her inner walls. Each contact with his body as he slammed into her punished backside, fucking her with the same ferocity with which he had claimed her, reinforced the fact that she belonged to him. She could scarcely breathe, and her nipples scraped along the rock as the force with which he drove into her slid her body across the rough surface.

Sloan cried out in need and surrender.

“Gareth,” she keened.

His frenzied thrusting went unabated and every part of her body tensed in anticipation of his ability to force her to bend to his will and feel what it was he intended—a pleasure beyond her wildest imaginings before he had claimed her. She knew that she should feel shameful for the way she capitulated to their mutual need. She wailed in ecstasy as her body responded to his. There were no intelligible words, just a howl of abandon.

Gareth continued to pummel her until she felt herself plummeting over the edge. He stroked her violently as her cunt clamped down hard, her entire body shuddering with the power of her orgasm. Gareth roared as he plunged to her depths and began to release his essence deep within her. Her body continued to quiver in blissful, tiny climaxes that seemed to please him as he growled and nipped her shoulders and neck.

He groaned heavily as he withdrew from her. He reached up over her back and pulled her gown down to cover her punished bottom and wet and sticky nether regions. Without a word he grabbed her by her hair and led her back to his horse. He tossed her up, draping her over the stallion’s withers before he swung up behind her and turned them toward the encampment.

Neither of them spoke as they made their way back to their pack. He entered the camp and one of his men rushed forward to take his horse. Gareth stepped off and found Fallon right behind him.

“You’ve seen to the women we brought back with us?” he asked.

“Yes, Alpha. We have seen them fed and they are resting. Ruari has set guards around their tent but I don’t believe that is necessary,” she said meekly.

“That is not something on which I would solicit your opinion,” he growled.

Gareth moved Sloan from his stallion to his shoulder. When she made a quiet protesting sound, he landed a harsh blow to her derriere, causing her to burst into tears.

“You will be silent, mate.”

Sloan gulped back her tears.

“If the mistress is in distress, perhaps I should tend to her,” offered Fallon.

“The only distress your mistress is in came from my hands and my cock. She will be fine, sore and hopefully repentant, but no she-wolf ever died from her mate’s loving discipline or rough pleasure... and she will not be the first.”

Gareth turned toward their tent. He stopped to talk briefly to Ruari about the women. “See them settled for the night. I need to deal with Sloan. I will speak with them in the morning when I am assured that my mate will be either at my side or confined to our tent; I will have guards posted on all four sides when I cannot have her at my side. Keep men posted on our guests’ tents.”

“Yes, Alpha.”

Gareth proceeded to their tent where he set her down on her feet. “Do you have anything at all to say for yourself?” he growled.

A thousand and one sarcastic answers went through her brain, but she rejected them all. Instead, Sloan wrapped her arms around his neck and drew his face close to hers. “No, my alpha. But you can’t be angry with me any longer.”

“You think not?”

She nodded. “I do. As the process was explained to me, once you have spanked me for displeasing you and I have atoned by responding to your carnal desires with a passionate response of my own, then you have to cease being angry and all is supposed to be set right between us.”

“And you think you have atoned for your misbehavior?”

Sloan purred at him. “I do indeed, and in fact I believe I have done so to an extent that I deserve a boon and show of your devotion to me.”

Gareth smiled. “What are you angling for, Sloan?”

She grinned at him. “I stink of dead fish, Gareth. Please, my fated mate and alpha, might I have a bath?”

“We have no tub, but I can have one of the small troughs heated and water added. It won’t be big enough for you to soak, but it will be more pleasant than the river.”

“I would very much appreciate that.”

He called to one of his men to see that Sloan got what she needed. He sat down on the bed and beckoned her to him. He drew her into his lap while the makeshift bath was prepared. Once it was set up and the tent flap was lowered, he helped her up and then out of her gown.

The trough wasn’t even large enough to sit down in, but with Gareth’s help she was able to get clean. He bathed her gently. She marveled that hands that had been able to inflict such a painful spanking and then made rough use of her body were now able to soothe and stroke her in a way that was sensual and loving. When he had her dry, he lifted her in his arms and deposited her into their bed, climbing in behind her and pulling her close.

Sloan caught her breath to try to stop the tears that threatened to fall. She wasn’t even sure why she was so upset. She didn’t feel it was because he had caught her or even that he’d spanked her. That had felt, for lack of a better term, right. Sloan realized that regardless of what he did or how he did it, there was a rightness about everything Gareth did.

“Shh, mate. Do not fear; I am here. All will be well,” he crooned softly to her.

“Gareth?”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry for the pain I caused you today...”

“Shh. Go to sleep, Sloan. You’re overtired and overwrought. Things will be better in the morning.”

“You could apologize to me too,” she said with just a hint of accusation.

“For what? Coming after my mate? For seeing to her correction for her foolish misbehavior?” He nuzzled her and dipped his hand between her legs, stroking her gently. “For allowing her to atone for that misbehavior? Nay, mate. I have done nothing for which I am sorry or which requires you to forgive me.”

Sloan snorted. “Your brother is right... you’re a nasty bastard when you’re provoked.”

Gareth chuckled. “That he is. Best you try not to provoke me in the future. Your backside and cunt will both thank you for it.”

Sloan started to say something else, but he cut her off. “Shh, mate. As long a day as you have had, mine has been longer and far more uncomfortable. Let me sleep.”

Sloan snuggled back into his body, seeking his warmth and comfort.
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Chapter Eight
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The next morning, she awakened to find herself alone in their bed. She couldn’t help but smile. Gareth may have been tired upon their return, but he had awakened her several times during the night to ease his need for her. She had reveled in his lovemaking. When he wasn’t angry or trying to assert his dominance, he was a tender, yet still powerful lover. She had found herself clinging to him and biting down on his shoulder to keep from calling out and letting the entire camp know that their alpha had made use of her frequently.

Sloan felt his presence before the tent flap opened.

“So, my beloved mate is awake?”

“She is, but she would have preferred to have awakened in your arms.”

Gareth smiled at her. He crossed over and leaned down, kissing her with an intensity that stole her breath away even though it had been brief. “Fallon will be here momentarily to ensure you didn’t harm yourself yesterday...”

“I’m fine, Gareth. Fallon has better things to do...”

“There is nothing more important right now than examining you and making an assessment as to how much activity you will have for the next few days. And you, my mate, will apologize to Fallon for making her an unknowing part of your plans to escape me.”

Before Sloan could make a comment, Fallon called from outside the tent and was told to enter.

“Mistress?” she said, approaching Sloan.

Sloan could see and feel her distress. She realized she had put Fallon in an untenable position. Gareth had elevated her to a unique position for a she-wolf and Sloan had made her jeopardize it based on a lie. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“Fallon, Gareth is going to insist that I apologize for lying to you and drawing you into my plans to leave my mate. But I am not going to listen to him.”

Fallon’s eyes grew very round as she glanced at Gareth, who growled as Sloan rose up out of the bed and crossed over to him. Sloan didn’t mind that she was nude. She figured Fallon had seen her plenty of times in that state of undress. She also thought it was only fair that Fallon see evidence of Gareth’s wrath blistered across her backside. Sloan wove her arms around Gareth and rubbed up against him before pulling his head down to hers so that she could kiss him as she purred her content and desire for him.

“Don’t mind Sir Growls-A-Lot,” said Sloan to Fallon. “He’s pissed at me and has every right to be. He doesn’t need to make me apologize. What I did to you, how I made you unwittingly my accomplice, is all on me. You believed you were helping me give your alpha a gift. You had no way of knowing that I had an ulterior motive. I deceived you and I’m not proud of myself for having done that. Not very mistress-worthy behavior, I’m afraid. I hope you will find it in your heart to forgive me.”

“Of course, Mistress,” stammered Fallon.

Gareth smiled and wrapped her in his embrace. “If you are playing me, little wolf,” he threatened.

“Not at all,” she said seductively. “Why don’t you be a sweet alpha and let poor Fallon do her examination so that she can assure you that I am quite well and need not be coddled.” She turned back to Fallon and grinned mischievously. “Although he wasn’t in much of mood to use me gently last night. If you could just convince him to knot me, I’d be ever so grateful. I understand from Rowan that it is possibly the most amazingly exquisite experience of one’s life.”

Fallon giggled. “I am sure our alpha knows what is best in that circumstance.”

Gareth growled as he ran his hands down her back and gently caressed her red and swollen derriere. “If you aren’t careful, my beloved, when next I crawl between your legs, I will not allow you to bite my collarbone to keep from howling your pleasure so the whole camp can hear.”

“Perhaps I should have our surgeon look to your wounds...” purred Sloan.

“Are you injured, Alpha?” Fallon said in a worried tone.

“No, Fallon, my mate is making a jest,” Gareth said.

“I am not,” Sloan assured her. “If he were to remove his shirt, you would see his collarbones show evidence of my response to the carnal pleasure he inflicted on me last evening, as does his back, which bares my claw marks.”

“Enough, Sloan. You are embarrassing Fallon. If you will behave, I will leave you two alone so that Fallon can assure me that if you should require it, your bottom could withstand additional correction.” He patted her rump affectionately. “Behave yourself, mate. I will go and fetch you something to eat. Then we can go and talk to our guests.”

* * *
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Fallon had proclaimed her none the worse for her misadventure the day before but did suggest to Gareth that Sloan be allowed to do little to exert herself outside of his bed. Sloan had laughed uproariously at the embarrassment that statement had seemed to cause both Gareth and Fallon. After eating, Fallon helped Sloan dress so that she could go with him to greet the women they had rescued the night before.

“I am allowing you to accompany me as I think the women may take some comfort in your being there. But you will not overdo and then you will return to our tent and spend the remainder of the day resting,” Gareth grumbled.

“You just want to think of me lying in bed waiting for you,” she teased.

Gareth shook his head and growled at her, although the sound was more seduction than warning. Gareth had set up a makeshift meeting area by the large bonfire and the women joined them there. Several of their men-at-arms had provided additional seating so they would be comfortable.

“Milord and Milady,” said one of the women, stepping forward. “I am Mira. My companions and I are most grateful for your assistance last evening.”

“How did you find yourself captive to the dam-builders?”

“My companions are human women and lived on one of the farms that was abandoned. I was... making my way north to see friends.”

Sloan watched as Gareth narrowed his eyes. Mira was lying and he knew it.

“A she-wolf without an escort?”

“My pack is small and cannot afford to indulge an unimportant member’s need to see an old friend.”

“Mira,” said Sloan gently. “No one here wants to harm you. We’re only trying to help.”

“My mate speaks the truth,” added Gareth. “We are only concerned for your well-being. We can return you to those who would care for you or you may accompany us to Ravenscar.”

“We can make our own way...” said Mira.

Gareth shook his head. “That I will not allow. You would be in danger out on your own. You will be safe with us at Ravenscar. Mira, where might you belong? You do not carry the mark of a mate that I can see so you are not mated to an alpha. Are you mated to another?”

“That is not your concern. I will be on my way with my thanks to you for your assistance.”

“I am making it my concern. I am not in the habit of allowing unattended females to wander around in the wilderness with no protection. Where is your pack?”

“I did not ask for your help...”

“No, clearly you were doing fine without it,” Gareth said sarcastically. “If you will not answer my question, I will make inquiries once we have reached Ravenscar. Surely, someone is looking for you.”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to be found. Is that it, Mira? If so, we can offer you sanctuary at Ravenscar, can’t we, Gareth?” said Sloan.

“We can...” he said slowly. “But I will have the truth of why you were in a position to be captured by dam-builders. They aren’t overly clever nor are they particularly swift. Were you banished by your pack?”

Mira raised her chin. “In a manner of speaking. I was to be given to the alpha of a rival pack. My alpha wished to have peace and believed sacrificing me was a small price to pay. My parents believed it to be a good match, but I wanted no part of it... so I left.”

Sloan feared that Gareth would return her to her original pack and began trying to figure out how she could help Mira.

“Then you have something in common with my mate. But you need only ask for my protection, little wolf, and it will be yours. You can become pack at Ravenscar,” offered Gareth quietly.

Sloan looked at him in shock. “Let me get this straight, you claim and turn me without my consent and without a second thought, but offer Mira your protection? If you recall, I wasn’t in favor of being mated to you.”

Gareth chuckled and rumbled at her lovingly. “I haven’t forgotten your obstinance in denying that we are fated mates. Was the alpha that you were to be paired with a fated mate, Mira?” he asked, watching Sloan’s face.

Out of the corner of her eye Sloan saw Mira shake her head.

“And therein lies the difference,” said Gareth. “You knew we were fated. You forget that I too was once part of a pairing made for the sake of an alliance. It was not successful, and Eloise died trying to give me the child I put in her belly. I would not condemn another she-wolf to that fate.”

Sloan could feel the tears welling in her eyes and leaned down to kiss him. “Of course you wouldn’t. I am a bitch to have suggested otherwise.”

Gareth smiled. “As you are now wolf, the title is appropriate.”

Sloan laughed. “Then the three of you will join us at Ravenscar?”

They nodded.

One of the humans looked concerned and then said quietly, “I don’t want to insult you, Alpha, but I’m not sure I wish to become a wolf.”

Gareth helped Sloan up off of his lap, walked to where she sat, and touched her shoulder in a very paternal manner. “Then unless you change your mind, you will remain human. My pack has both wolf and human males. A female such as yourself will have her choice of mates...”

“Again,” Sloan said in a very teasing voice, “why is it everybody and her sister gets to choose her mate, but I get stuck with you?”

Sloan was gladdened to hear quiet laughter rumble through their men-at-arms. It was becoming obvious that Sloan had embraced her pairing with their alpha.

Gareth pulled her to him and nuzzled her neck. “Because you are the most fortunate she-wolf of them all.”

Sloan rolled her eyes. She was glad to see with Gareth’s assurances that the three women began to relax. The plan was for them to break down their camp today and return to Calon Onest. There, they would regroup with the rest of their army, provision themselves for their return to Ravenscar, and then depart tomorrow. Sloan realized that Gareth wished to give her a chance to say goodbye to her friends and those she had called pack before they departed for Ravenscar.

Preparations for their departure began and the three newest Ravenscar pack members pitched in readily to help. Later that evening, gathered with their people around the bonfire, Sloan shook her head at the differences a mere twenty-four hours could make.

“Is something troubling you?” Gareth said, wrapping his arms around her from behind and hugging her close.

Sloan grinned as she felt the familiar bulge nestled up against her buttocks making its presence known.

“No,” she said slowly. “I am sad that tomorrow I will be saying goodbye to my first pack and the first place I was ever happy...”

“It will not be forever. Alaric and I are close and would not ask you and Rowan to be parted for lengthy periods of time.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

The rest of the evening was spent in the company of their men, Fallon, and the three newest members of their pack. Sloan enjoyed watching their burly soldiers doing their best to court favor with the three females who had been rescued the night before.

Finally, Gareth stood and brought Rowan to her feet. He bid their people a good evening and assured them they were to carry on as that was his intended plan, but in a more private setting with his mate. Sloan’s laughter when he tossed her over his shoulder and strode back to their tent assured those with them that their alpha would make good on his promise.
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Chapter Nine
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The next morning, they broke camp and headed to Calon Onest. Once there, Sloan and Rowan embraced one another warmly.

“You’re all right?” whispered Rowan.

“Very much so. You’re right... being mated to the right alpha is not so bad... although I have yet to know the intimacy of being knotted and tied by Gareth.”

Rowan smiled. “Wait until he gets you to Ravenscar. I daresay he will take no time in remedying that.”

They wrapped their arms around one another and walked into the main keep.

* * *
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Gareth pulled Alaric aside and told him of the mutants who had a foothold in the fishing village just to the north of their territory. Alaric assured him that they would not remain this close to his people for long.

“But why are they here?” asked Gareth.

“They’re dam-builders...”

“Which is why it’s odd they are this close to the sea. Better they find stronger rivers to use for their lodges. Why come back to Britannia at all? Wolves and beavers have always been adversarial.”

“What are you thinking?” asked Alaric.

“I’m not sure, but I don’t know that we wouldn’t do better to set a group of men to simply keep an eye on them.”

Alaric narrowed his eyes. “What are you thinking, Gareth? I know that look.”

“I’m still unsettled by Edwyn’s attack on Calon Onest. He’s one of those who recruited you to come here. I agree that he probably thought you and Rowan would weaken one another, but to what end?”

Alaric shook his head. “Bah! Politics... and you wondered why I became a mercenary.”

Gareth snorted. “No, that I always understood. It isn’t that I like politics, I just know that they can’t be ignored. And Edwyn has never been a fan of yours or mine. Why send you to take Calon Onest? Did he believe you would kill each other, and he could scoop up the remains? If Rowan killed you, did he not think I would avenge you? And if I did, did he believe Ravenscar would be vulnerable? I think we had best send out a web of spies to gather information.”

Alaric nodded. “You are most likely correct. I’ll have some of my men head toward where you last saw the dam-builders.”

* * *
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Those at Calon Onest had planned a celebratory pairing ceremony and farewell for Sloan. The food and merry making were enjoyed by one and all.

Sloan leaned over to Rowan. “I’m not sure that all of those who have been here will remain.”

“What do you mean?” asked Rowan.

Sloan nodded toward Arielle. “She seems quite taken with our beta, Ruari.”

Rowan watched for a few moments. “She does indeed. But he is beta and that would mean she would never be mistress to a pack.”

“She can be mistress in everything but name only. Seriously, Rowan, I haven’t a clue about running a pack.”

“You? Why do you think I want her to stay? Alaric thinks my reluctance to be a more traditional mate is me being stubborn. The truth is, I haven’t a clue as to what I’m doing. But have you noticed that Edan looks to be enchanted by your Mira?”

Gareth and Alaric joined their mates and entreated them to come and join the dancing. Sloan was surprised that Gareth was as graceful as he was powerful on the dance floor. She found it as easy to follow his lead as they danced as she did when they made love. The idea that she thought of their joining being more than just physical both surprised and frightened her.

* * *
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The next day, shortly after the sun had crested the horizon, Gareth and his people were packed and ready to ride. At that point Gareth came to collect his mate. Rowan broke away from Alaric to embrace Sloan one last time.

“I’m going to miss you,” she said.

“You’ll be too busy fucking Alaric to even notice I’m gone,” Sloan said provocatively, prompting a growl from both Alaric and Gareth and laughter from Rowan. “And I know I’m far more interested in learning about this whole being knotted and tied thing.”

“Sloan,” scolded Gareth angrily as he pushed a wave of annoyed energy at her.

“You really shouldn’t go out of your way to goad him,” Rowan said, smiling.

“It’s no trouble at all... seems to come quite naturally to me,” quipped Sloan.

“As natural as feeling your mate apply his hand to your bare bottom when he has you face down over his knee?” growled Gareth.

Sloan rolled her eyes but placated him by going to him and drawing his head down for a kiss. He resisted her blatant attempt to circumvent his authority for only a moment before wrapping her in his arms and taking control of the kiss. She moaned and molded her frame to his.

Gareth growled into her mouth and then swatted her again. Alaric held Rowan back when Gareth lifted Sloan up onto the back of the big bay roan charger she had taken when she had made her desperate run before her transition. Alaric walked over to Gareth and the two embraced.

Alaric looked up at Sloan. “Take care of him, Sloan. He needs you more than he may ever say.” He turned to his brother. “And keep a strap handy for that one. She needs it far more than she’ll ever admit.”

Gareth grinned. “I have found other ways to ensure my beloved behaves herself.”

There was a slight tug on the hem of her gown as Arielle looked up at her with tears in her eyes.

“Everything is changing, Sloan. Why can’t it just be the way it always was? We were happy, weren’t we?”

“Yes, but just because things change doesn’t mean they won’t be even better. You have to take care of Ro for me. Promise?”

Brightening at the idea that Sloan would entrust Rowan’s care to her, Arielle smiled. “I will.”

* * *
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Gareth mounted his own warhorse and leaned out of the saddle to kiss Sloan again. “Come, mate, we have a long ride back to Ravenscar. And I would see us home and you installed in my bed.”

“Would you now?”

“I would,” he said definitively and kissed her again.

Sloan rolled her eyes and glanced at their men, who were all studiously looking anywhere else and trying very hard not to laugh.

“I suspect you’ll make better time returning to Ravenscar than you did getting here to help me with Edwyn,” teased Alaric.

“I daresay so,” retorted Gareth. “After all, I am far more motivated by the prospect of knotting my mate for the first time than I was to save you from your mate’s need to pick a fight.”

Alaric laughed and then wrapped his arm around Rowan, who raised her hand in silent farewell.

“No last words with Rowan?” Gareth asked gently.

“There is no need. We both know how we feel about each other... and both know we are doomed at fate’s choices for our mates.”

“Doomed?” he asked.

“What would you call it to be forced into pairings not of our choosing to mates who think nothing of proving to anyone and everyone that they are alpha and will not be denied?”

He leaned across and kissed her again. “I call it fate.”

* * *
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Arielle watched them depart and then returned to her room. She sat looking out the window trying to feel nothing but happiness for the two people she loved most in the world—Rowan and Sloan. Both had found their fated mates. The problem was that Arielle had briefly envisioned herself with each of those men. Her dreams of being mistress to either the pack at Calon Onest or Ravenscar were lost to her forever.

Perhaps she had set her sights too high. The beta of Ravenscar was very handsome and made her nether regions tingle. At least she would be with Sloan. Or maybe she needed to be more like Sloan and Rowan and figure out what she wanted and create her own destiny.

* * *
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The visit with Rowan and Arielle had been difficult and left her tearful after they departed. They rode hard and made good time. Sloan was impressed that Gareth spent a great deal of his time in motion. He made sure to ride with her, but often rode back to check on the others, even those at the very end of their column. As the sun started to set, the company found a place to set up camp and did so quickly and efficiently.

Sloan was in their tent making their bed. Rowan had admitted to her that she held Gareth responsible for Sloan almost dying and that she and Alaric had quarreled over it. Sloan urged her to move past it for the sake of her pairing with Alaric. The brothers were close and no good would come of Rowan holding a grudge. When Gareth joined her, Sloan brought it up to him, asking that he be careful with Rowan’s feelings.

“Rowan will learn to behave or get her bottom spanked by my brother.”

“You could be a little nicer to her.”

“She rejects the fact that you are my fated mate and belong to me.”

“Did it ever, even once, occur to you that I might not want to be? You even admitted you wouldn’t have picked me,” she cried as the stress from her transition, the incident with the dam-builders, and leaving the only home in which she’d ever been happy finally converged as the tears began to fall in earnest.

Gareth reached up to cup her face and wipe away her tears with his thumbs as he kissed her gently. “You misunderstood me when we spoke of this before. If someone had asked me to describe my ideal mate, I would not have said a female human with a nasty temper, vile mouth, and a complete inability to behave without close supervision. I would have said I wanted a quiet, biddable mate who would make my life easy and bear my children with a minimum of fuss.”

“You wanted Arielle. Why didn’t you claim her?”

“Because I had her like, once before.”

“What?” she asked.

“You know my first mate was not fated; it wasn’t even a love match. She was a match made to seal an alliance. Eloise was everything I said I wanted. But unlike Arielle, she had been raised to be the pampered princess of the pack and had no desire to actually contribute but she was quiet, biddable, and pretty.”

“You got her with child.”

He shook his head. “The process for doing so was one she endured as few times as possible. She found no happiness in our bed. Even when I could get her to respond, she resented it and was ashamed that she had done so. Breeding her became a chore... one more thing that I had to do. I do grieve her loss as I feel we weren’t well suited and wonder if she would have been happier with another and if she would have been able to bear children without it taking both of their lives.”

“I’m sorry, Gareth, I didn’t know.”

“You, on the other hand, are wildly responsive and passionate; you are not someone to ask others to do for you what you can help them do or do for yourself. You are a strong, capable alpha female in her own right who will be my helpmate in caring for our pack. I will find solace, comfort, and abandon between your thighs. We will run together alone and with our pack through the lush hills and rocky shoreline of our home. Our pairing will be one that is celebrated for a thousand years or more.”

“But won’t your pack want their mistress to be shifter-born?”

He shook his head. “Not necessarily. There was a dark time in shifter history before the great plague. Female shifters were rare and female humans were turned against their will and auctioned off to the highest bidder. One of those females ended up as the fated mate to one of our alphas. Her name was Shea and she and her mate brought our pack out of the darkness and into the light. It is from them we get our creed: honor before glory. She bore her mate eight children, six daughters and two sons. As her sister was known as the Great Madonna of the DeMedici, Shea was often referred to as the Madonna of the North. Both of her sons followed in their father’s footsteps and turned their human mates. Your pack will see you as a gift from the gods. It has been more than two centuries since the Ravenscar pack claimed a human female as their mistress. So, you were fated not just for me, but for our entire pack.”

“Eight children? You expect me to have eight children?” she asked incredulously.

“Of course not,” he said, kissing her lightly. “I will expect you to out-produce her... all of them born of a knot.”

Sloan shook her head and could not only hear the laughter in his voice but could feel it bubbling out of him. She began to laugh as well.

“But you could have asked me,” she reiterated, trying to regain at least some of her outrage at the way he had usurped her life.

“I did; you said no,” he said matter-of-factly. “That I could not allow, so I claimed you as mine.”

Remembering how he had done so caused her to catch a breath. Before the upset could take hold, she could feel the soothing resonance coming from him as he returned to her side and nuzzled her comfortingly. Alaric was right; Gareth could be a real bastard, but she was finding that there was also a wounded romantic warrior that he revealed to few.

“Sloan, I know you would like me to admit wrongdoing but I will not lie to you. I do not regret the manner in which I claimed you as my mine. Might others have tried to woo you or claim you in a softer way? I’m sure they would, but you would never know in your heart that you could trust them to keep you safe, loved, and warmed for all the days ahead. When hard times come, as they always do, hold tight to the knowledge that nothing and no one would have kept you from me or that you inspired such passion and need in me that I tossed aside all convention and claimed you in the ways of our ancestors.”

“If I cannot ask you to apologize for the way you claimed me, you cannot complain when I am not the obedient, sweet mate that you thought you wanted.”

“That seems like a fair trade. But know that just because I don’t complain, it does not mean that you won’t feel the wrath of my displeasure on your beautiful backside.”

Sloan leaned forward and kissed him. “I’m afraid.”

“Of what, beloved? Being knotted? Leaving Calon Onest? Being mistress to our pack?”

“All of the above.”

“Never be afraid; the gods themselves could not take you from me. Being knotted? There is nothing but ecstasy to be had in that most intimate embrace. I will wait until we are home to give your body time to fully recover from the transition. But I warn you now, mate, when I take you into seclusion, I intend to revel in your response to my passion for you. Leaving Calon Onest? Ravenscar is far more beautiful. Our roots there run deep, back through many lifetimes. I suspect it will feel as if you are finally coming home.”

Gareth left her briefly and brought back a tray of food to share with Sloan. She was quickly losing her fear at anything that lay ahead. As he had predicted, she was fast coming to believe that there was no place safer than Gareth’s embrace.

Ruari poked his head into the tent. “Are you ready for us, Alpha?”

“What now?” asked Sloan.

“A small treat and gift from my brother and his mate. And yes, Ruari, if you could get it set up, I believe it would go a long way toward restoring my mate’s good humor,” explained Gareth.

“Don’t count on it. Even you, my arrogant alpha mate, are not foolish enough to believe you are a god and can produce miracles in the wilderness,” quipped Sloan.

“Think not?” he said in a teasing voice. “Watch me.”

Sloan watched as Ruari opened the tent flap fully and several men brought in the large tub from Calon Onest with some water already in it. Setting it down in front of the charcoal brazier, others began to enter their tent to fill it up. Fallon joined them to add fragrant oils to the water and to set up and light several of her candles with soothing scents.

“You, my beloved, are to have a nice long soak in the tub. Rowan thought it might make you feel better and Fallon assures me it would be an excellent thing for you to indulge in.”

Within short order the tub was filled.

“If you would like, Alpha, I can attend to your mate’s needs,” offered Fallon.

“No. I will stay,” he growled.

Sloan grinned. “Fallon, as I remember, Rowan once tossed me out in favor of soaking with her new mate, perhaps mine would like the same opportunity.”

Sloan laughed as Fallon blushed and said, “I’ll be leaving now.”

“Do not embarrass Fallon,” Gareth scolded.

“So, you’re the only one who can embarrass anyone?”

Gareth growled.

“This fated mate thing?” she said. “It works both ways. You can growl all you like but I can tell if you’re really angry or just trying to get a rise out of me. I meant what I said to Fallon. Rowan and Alaric have shared that tub on more than one occasion, and both seem to enjoy its restorative powers.”

Gareth smiled and took the neckline of her gown in his hands before tearing it asunder.

Sloan shook her head. “You’re going to have to have a lot more gowns made for me if you keep ripping mine from my body.”

“Are you asking me to get naked with you and share your soak?” he asked, his eyes taking in every inch of her voluptuous body.

She smiled. “I am, my lord. I think I would like that. And if we don’t have a big soaking tub at Ravenscar, can we get one?”

“I don’t know if there is one at home or not. It doesn’t matter as we do now. Rowan wanted you to have it.”

He leaned down and swept her up in his arms. Sloan thought she didn’t mind being carried like this. He set her down in the hot water before removing his own clothes and joining her there.

* * *
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Gareth watched her as he removed his boots and breeches. If he had thought his brother’s mate was a beauty when she had entered the great hall after the battle, his mate far surpassed her. Everything about Sloan called to him. Unlike Arielle’s pale, golden blonde mane or Rowan’s rich mahogany one, Sloan’s was the color of winter wheat that had ripened in the sun. Her figure invited a man to spend his time between her legs enjoying what she had to offer, and his children would be birthed easily and be well fed at their mother’s breast.

When he stood, his cock was completely erect, but he had no intention of fucking Sloan again until she’d had time to relax and soak in the scented water. He knew the past few days had been physically and emotionally draining for her. Even though Fallon believed Sloan was completely recovered from her transition, he wanted to ensure that she didn’t overtire herself.

“You weren’t just planning to ignore that, were you?” she asked in husky tone. Even if he had not been able to feel her arousal, he could have seen, heard, and smelled it.

She splashed water at him, laughing... not the giggle of a young, untried girl, but the full-throated laugh of a woman who has experienced life and is content within herself. The first was like a light white wine cut with fruit juice—refreshing and to be enjoyed on a summer evening. The second like a deep, complex and aged pinot noir—robust and multifaceted to keep a man warm through the fall and winter. He had always preferred the finessed taste of a good pinot.

“I would rather start tomorrow well sated from my mate’s ability to make me soar among the clouds as he strokes my pussy with his impressive cock. And why is there no knot?”

“Because an alpha can suppress the knot or not choose to breach his mate with it. When you are knotted to me, there is only so much movement the knot will allow, more of a rocking motion than thrusting. There are times I will want nothing more than to knot and tie you to me. Other times, I will wish to use you as I did earlier when I claimed you with more power and drive.”

“Rowan said it hurts to be knotted...”

Gareth growled, thinking his brother’s mate would never be allowed to be alone with his again.

“But only at first,” she continued. “She said that after that it was the most extraordinary sensation in the world and that she often falls asleep still tied to your brother.”

“Then my brother is almost as fortunate in his fated mate as I am.”

As he approached the tub, Sloan rose up out of the water on her knees. The water dripped from her body in a most provocative manner. It was almost as though the drops wished to caress her body for as long as possible. He wondered if any of the mermaids or sea nymphs that ever lured a sailor to his ruin had looked as erotically suggestive as his mate did at this moment.

Just as he was about to step into the tub, Sloan wrapped her hand around his cock before wrapping her lips around it. Gareth groaned in appreciation as she swirled her tongue around the head of his staff before licking the underside. Sloan took him deep in her mouth so that he touched the back of her throat. She wrapped her hand around the base of his rod and squeezed him gently.

Gareth quickly pushed aside any thought he had not to take the pleasure she was offering. He wound his fingers through her hair and stilled her head as he took control and began to surge in and out of her mouth, enjoying the way she used her tongue and mouth to maximize the carnal delight he was taking in having her service him this way.

Sloan continued to use her hand on the part of his shaft that could not be accommodated by her mouth. He almost lost control when she brought her other hand up to caress his balls. Gareth growled seductively and was pleased when she managed to bring forth an answering sound. He steadied her head and began to plunge more deeply and forcefully into her mouth. Whoever had taught her to pleasure a man’s cock had taught her well. She licked, nibbled, and sucked as he continued to enjoy her. Finally, he steadied her head as his cum rushed down the length of his shaft and he began to shoot down her throat and into her belly.

He looked down to see her looking up at him. She purred in the way that only a female alpha could call to her mate. He wondered if she realized the power of an alpha she-wolf. He stroked her hair and leaned down to kiss her, not minding the taste of his own seed when mixed with the heady taste of her mouth.

Turning her away from him, he slid into the tub behind her and pulled her back so that she sat between his legs with her back resting on his chest. He rumbled his gratification at her earlier actions and stroked her lightly and soothingly. After a while, the water began to cool, and Gareth leaned Sloan forward so that he could get out of the tub. He quickly dried himself and then helped Sloan up and out of the water.

The brief respite had allowed his cock to recover its rigidity and he pulled her to him, kissing her deeply before lifting her into his arms and carrying her to their bed. He smiled as he looked down at the woman with whom he would share his life. He stroked his fingers through the soft patch of hair that covered her mons, playing briefly with her pleasure nub and enjoying watching her body come alive with hedonistic response.

He smiled when his fingers probed her slit and found her wet and ready. Sloan moaned and grasped his other hand, bringing it to her breast. He fondled her, pinching and tugging at her nipple as she responded to him. Gareth’s fingers began to probe her opening and she cried out in need.

“Gareth, please...”

“Does my mate need to be mounted again and feel her alpha’s strength as he uses her pussy?”

“Yes, please. My whole body is on fire. It’s never been like this... I’m burning with need... please.”

Gareth stretched out beside her. He allowed his hands to roam and explore her body in a way that stoked her need and allowed her to see that he would not always use her as harshly as he had before. He leaned over her, sucking her nipple into his mouth and hearing her sigh. He kissed his way down her body until he was nuzzling her clit with his nose and licking her swollen labia. Her skin quivered in response wherever he touched or kissed.

“Gareth, no, I want you.”

“And you will have me, but in our bed, as with everything else, you do not rule. I do. You will take the pleasure I choose to give you, including at some point being knotted and tied to me and having me sink my cock into your bottom hole.”

“No,” she cried.

“Yes. As with being knotted, I will most likely forego that pleasure until we are home, but you will surrender yourself to me in all ways.”

He wrapped his arms around her thighs and lifted her mons to his mouth as he began to use his tongue in the same way he had used his cock. He stroked and licked and nibbled on the swollen tissue that surrounded the entrance to her sheath. He reached up to gently play and tug at her nipples. Sloan’s hips seemed to move of their own accord, and she arched her pelvis into his face to give him easier access and to allow him to probe her pussy with his tongue more deeply.

* * *
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Sloan could feel her orgasmic response beginning to build. Everything in her crackled to life. She clutched at his head, intending to try to pull him up her body so that he would mount her, but instead pulled him closer to taste his fill of the honey her body provided. Her body quaked at the sensual touch he provided. He curled his tongue to dart it into her sheath before flattening it out and licking the roof of her channel. His previous powerful claimings had driven her past the point of reason.

Sloan’s pussy began to vibrate throughout as it sought the large, hard reassurance that he provided. Her hips began to undulate as he continued his exquisite torture. She was about to tumble into the abyss when one of his thumbs pressed against her bottom hole and it gave way, allowing him to penetrate her forbidden channel. The taboo touch was all it took to set her free from her earthly bounds.

She knew it was wrong to feel pleasure from his fingering her there, but as the slight discomfort gave way to pleasure, Sloan couldn’t help but feel her both her pussy and her back entrance clamp down. The climax that burst forth shook her entire body and caused the proof of her desire to gush onto his waiting tongue as he continued to lightly pleasure her with his mouth. Nuzzling her one last time, he slowly worked his way back up her body, until his thighs parted hers and his cock probed for the opening to her wet channel. Her sheath continued to pulse in rhythm to the pounding of her blood.

Gareth repositioned his hands so that he could grasp her ass. Holding her steady, he gradually and inexorably took possession of her. Her pussy vibrated along his length as he sank into her until he was fully seated. Sloan’s breathy moans morphed into incoherent keening as he slowly stroked her from the tip of his cock to the base. The trembling in her pussy increased as she realized that her body was racing toward another climax faster than her mind could comprehend. Gareth relentlessly stroked her at the same pace as she cried out and orgasmed, her cunt trying to encourage him to find his release and flood her womb with his seed. He encouraged her legs to come up and hook around him as he continued to languidly thrust within her.

Sloan tossed her head and clawed at his back. She wanted more, faster, harder—she needed to feel the strength of his dominance and possession. She growled and began to nip his collarbone, but still he moved leisurely and deeply.

“Give yourself to me, Sloan. Feel every inch of my cock as it claims your sweet chasm gently and with great purpose.”

“What purpose?” she cried. “To drive me mad?”

His rumbling chuckle filled her mind and enveloped her in a shroud of desire where nothing mattered but this wolf, his cock, his purpose, his pleasure.

“Gareth,” she whimpered, her orgasm exploding without any preliminaries or warning and overloading all her senses—sight, sound, scent, taste, and touch.

She was learning that he did, in fact, have complete control over her response to him. Her body climaxed easily when he chose for it to, and their coupling wasn’t complete and she wasn’t fully sated until he spilled himself in her. Her pussy had become the perfect sheath for his sword and the vessel for his seed. Sloan had never experienced the intensity or frequency of orgasms that she did in Gareth’s embrace. He used her in a way that left her sore but wanting more. She reveled in his lovemaking and felt rewarded when he found his own release.

“Who is your mate and alpha?” he purred.

“You are,” she moaned.

“Do not forget it or deny us again, my fated mate,” he said, beginning to stroke her more fiercely.

Gareth stilled her hips as he began to drive more steadily into her. She called to him as he answered her need with one of his own. Her pussy trembled all along his length, encouraging him to plunge more intensely, claiming everything she had as his. He groaned in supreme pleasure and satisfaction as she felt his need to spill himself into her increase.

Sloan clawed again at his back in an attempt to urge him on. She knew he could feel her body preparing to orgasm again and he pistoned his hips against her body as he hammered her pussy with increasing passion. Just as she tipped over into the void where only feeling existing, he began to release his seed into her in a great gush. She could feel it fill her beyond capacity, but her sheath clamped down and milked every last drop from him. He grunted as the last of it passed from his body to hers and Sloan purred in her pleasure.

* * *
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Slowly, Gareth withdrew from her despite her protests and rolled off, pulling her close so that she still lay in his embrace. She started to fuss and struggle and he landed a single blow to her ass.

“Enough,” he rumbled.

As he stroked her body, coaxing it to center itself once again, he could feel her upset returning. Gareth growled at her and felt her doubts and fears crumble beneath his gruff reassurance.

“What if someone comes in here? Oh, shit, what if they heard us?” she whispered.

He chuckled. “Sweetheart, I wasn’t the one filling our tent with the sounds of her pleasure. No one enters an alpha’s chambers, whether the walls are canvas or stone, without receiving permission to do so... especially when that alpha has just found and claimed his fated mate. I said I would keep you safe and I will.”

“But if they heard us... me?” she fretted.

“They will know that their alpha’s mate, and their mistress, is a wild, wanton she-wolf who makes others pale in comparison, that their alpha is the most fortunate of wolves and that he is well able to see to her needs.”

“Fuck, Gareth,” she snarled.

“We did, my beloved, most enjoyably,” he chuckled.

She stroked his chest with her fingers. As much joy and satisfaction as he had found between her legs, Gareth was finding that lying here with her, or soaking in the tub, brought him a different kind of peaceful bliss.

“How did you come to be at Calon Onest? I know Alaric said that Rowan caught you thieving. You are lucky that I was not alpha here.”

“Why? Would you have had me beaten from your territory?”

“No, I would have had you bent over something while I turned that ivory bottom of yours bright red before breaching your bottom hole and filling it with my cum. Then I’d have had you taken to my bed and tethered to it.”

Sloan arched her eyebrow at him. “So, either way, I’d have ended up as your bed slave?”

“Precisely,” he chuckled. “After all, you are my fated mate.”

“And you are entirely too arrogant and pleased with yourself.”

“Arrogant? I wouldn’t deny it. Pleased with myself? Absolutely, as I have my mate lying by my side after experiencing the heights of ecstasy with her. But more than that, happier than any wolf has a right to be, as despite my certainty that such a thing did not exist, I have found, marked, and claimed my fated mate. The future stretches out before me like a marvelous adventure that I intend to explore and enjoy with you. Do you know what I’m looking forward to the most?”

“Knotting and tying me repeatedly?” she teased.

It made him happy to hear the upset draining away from her tone. Perhaps he was able to provide her with that same sense of quiet joy.

“That too,” he said, smiling. “But I was thinking of watching our grandchildren playing in the surf along the coastline where our pack has lived as far back as memory exists... lots of grandchildren.”

Sloan rubbed her head on his chest. “I like that vision.”

“Then hold tight to it and all the love and rapture we will share in the years to come. Know that I will be here with you.”

“I have no intention of not being with you to hear the laughter of our grandchildren as they run and play. Maybe their grandfather, the great Alpha of Ravenscar of many, many decades, will break with convention and allow his mate to ride astride.”

“Never,” he rumbled. “From this day forward, I will be the only thing that ever gets between your legs again.”

“And my poetic warrior departs to be replaced by his arrogant doppelganger,” she said, laughing.
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Chapter Ten
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Sloan lay listening to Gareth’s strong, steady heartbeat. He drew himself up in the bed and brought her up to lay against him, exposing her breasts to his gaze and fondling. The deep rumble from his chest seemed to permeate every molecule in her body, suffusing her with a profound sense of well-being.

There was a part of her that knew she should still be angry with him for the seemingly cavalier way in which he had claimed and turned her without her consent. But Gareth’s assurances that they would live to see their grandchildren play in the surf at Ravenscar had all but banished any concerns she might have once had. Lying here within the comfort of his embrace, she felt not only filled with his cum but with a shared sense of memory, myth, and legend.

“That fated mate call is rather interesting. Does it only work one way?” she asked.

“No. I can feel what you project at me, and often what you try to hide so it is best that you do not try to keep things from me,” Gareth said as he stroked lazy circles around her areola and nipples.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about...” Sloan gasped as the sensual fondling became a sharp pinch. “What happened to taking care of me?”

“That would include seeing to your need for structure and discipline.”

“Who says I have a need for structure and discipline?” she asked.

“I do. And mine is the only opinion that matters.”

His approval and reassurance washed over Sloan like a gentle wave as he nuzzled her and held her close.

“It will be fine, Sloan. We are one. No one, save me, will ever cause you pain again.”

“Why do I not find that all that reassuring?” she quipped.

Gareth grinned. “Because the Mistress of Ravenscar is as intelligent as she is beautiful.” She could feel the change in his body as he changed subjects. “Fallon assures me that for you the transition was not as it appeared to me.”

Sloan nodded. “Unless it appeared as though I merely slept, she is right.”

“Several times, it appeared as though something disturbed you,” he said, obviously concerned.

“There were a few dark dreams at the very beginning, and I felt as though someone were abusing me...”

Gareth growled. She realized that witnessing her transition had been frightening to him and he was not a man to whom fear was commonplace. She soothed him by placing her hands over his and directed them back to his fondling, which seemed to placate him.

“But mostly it felt as though I were floating above it all... seeing everything but feeling little. I did, though, feel each and every moment with you. You wolves have it right about this fated mate thing... I have been with you many times before.”

“I would offer, beloved, that you are now wolf as well and I fear you are stuck with me through the end of all time.”

* * *
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Later that morning, they made use of the gifted tub, nibbling on the food Fallon had brought until the water began to cool and Gareth removed them both from the tub, dried Sloan off, and deposited her into their bed before retrieving the tray left discreetly outside their tent. Sloan reached for a piece of venison that looked particularly appealing and had her hand slapped away.

“You will eat what Fallon thinks is best for your recovery. Right now she wants you restricted from the richer forms of protein.”

“But it looks and smells divine. Can’t I have just a little bite?”

“Only a small one,” he said, slicing off a small piece and then putting it between his teeth so that the majority peeked out to tempt her.

Sloan grinned and leaned onto his muscular frame, deftly plucking the venison from his lips before nibbling on them as well. Smiling in a profoundly predatory way, Gareth repeated the process and again Sloan retrieved the bite she wanted from him in the same manner. Gareth continued to share the succulent meat, drawing her up onto his body.

With one hand he speared the venison and with the other he fondled her buttocks, running his fingers down the crack of her ass to tease against her puckered entrance. Sloan had stopped trying to resist his caresses there and if pressed would have to admit she was beginning to find it arousing. Her body now responded to his of its own accord and she had become accustomed to her nipples being stiff and feeling a pool of arousal swirling leisurely between her legs.

As she retrieved the last piece of meat from his lips, Gareth captured her mouth with his own and began to kiss her hungrily. She could feel his cock start to harden and rise between her legs as she lay prone on his body.

Gareth slid her body off of his, keeping her face down. He rolled up on top of her, parting her thighs with his as he grasped her hips firmly and pulled her into position to be mounted. Once she was on her knees, she moaned as Gareth inserted two of his fingers into her wet heat and began pumping her.

“Gareth,” she moaned, enjoying his attention and giving over her body to his demand and care.

It didn’t come as a surprise when he trailed his fingers that were thoroughly coated with the evidence of her arousal up to explore the opening to her rear passage. She moaned again.

“My mate no longer recoils from my touch of her last virgin hole,” he purred, sliding one finger past the ring of coiled tissue.

Even though Gareth had forced her to accept a plug in her bottom after her transition and often pressed his thumb against her entrance when he fucked her, this was a new and not altogether unpleasant sensation.

As he began to gently pump first once and then two fingers in and out of her bottom hole, Sloan could feel her pussy continue to release the wet slick that preceded and then accompanied her climax. Her body offered him no resistance as she purred her pleasure at his increasingly intimate use of her once forbidden entrance.

“Good mate,” he crooned, pumping her faster and deeper.

The part of Sloan’s brain that was still functioning outside of the maelstrom of desire that he was creating knew what he was planning and thought she should at least offer him a token resistance. But that was only a very small part of who and what she was, and the vast majority of her not only wanted to surrender, but wanted to embrace one of the few last unknown pleasures he offered. Her resolve crumbled and she accepted his dominance completely.

Just as her body sought to scale the last pinnacle of pleasure, Gareth removed his fingers and used both hands to steady her as the head of his cock pressed against the entrance to her only remaining virgin hole. Still a bit uncomfortable with the unknown, she began to stiffen.

“Nay, beloved. Do not seek to deny both of us this pleasure. Submit to me in this final way. Breathe and trust that my breach of your bottom hole will fill you with as much pleasure as my cum will fill your back passage.”

The words had no sooner left his mouth than his cock began relentlessly pressing forward, penetrating her bottom hole. He nuzzled and nipped at her neck as she relaxed into his hands and he was able to seat his full length within her. His self-satisfied growl of pleasure triggered a small orgasm on her part and both her cunt and rear sheath contracted in pleasure.

“Gareth,” she purred languidly.

Slowly and with great care he began to thrust within her. Sloan was not expecting the jolts of primal, sexual fulfillment that coursed throughout her being. She groaned as Gareth’s use of her bottom hole became a bit more forceful and determined. He slid his arm underneath her, holding her in place while the fingers of his other hand reclaimed her pussy and pumped in rhythm to his cock’s thrusting in her bottom hole.

The sensations created at being not only doubly penetrated but doubly pleasured caused her to scream in abandon. Gareth growled seductively as he continued to surge in and out of both of her holes.

“Come for me, Sloan. Let me fill your bottom hole with my cum as your pussy and arse climax in unison and evidence your surrender to me.”

Sloan could feel her pussy tingling and beginning to spasm as her rear sheath did for the first time. All of her nerve endings were firing in synchronicity and harmony. She felt her soul escape its earthly bonds to soar amid the mists that existed outside of time and space.

“Gareth,” she cried, almost passing out from the intensity of his possession.

She sighed and became boneless as he began to pump his cum into her bottom hole accompanied by the grunts and groans of male pleasure. Both her pussy and the sheath in which he released his seed continued to pulse and contract all along his length.

Sloan felt him slowly withdraw from her and the sticky residue from his climax that couldn’t be contained inside her leaked out. He rolled off of her and onto his back, bringing her close beside him.

“You are exquisite and complete me in a way only few will ever know. You are my beloved mate and will be for all time,” he purred.

* * *
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They spent the next few days traveling to Ravenscar. Each day they broke camp and were on the road by dawn and each day as dusk fell, they found a place to make camp. Sloan was convinced she could be quite happy living this way. She enjoyed the time each night spent with their pack at the bonfire and was happy to see that the three newest female pack members appeared to be relaxed and fitting in. It still amused her to watching the battle-hardened warriors putting forth their most courtly manners to try to gain favor.

Gareth insisted she rest and refused to leave her side for any length of time. Sloan found that Gareth was a strong and virile lover. He could be gentle and loving one minute and then turn around and be rough and demanding the next. He had a strong libido that he successfully encouraged her to meet. Sloan had always enjoyed sex, but with Gareth it was far more profound than just the physicality. He dominated her senses each and every time he possessed her. She would call his name repeatedly as he wrung climax after climax from her body and promised that once he had her in seclusion, he would exact even more from her.

He was working at the desk while she napped naked in their bed when there was a gentle knock. Fallon had taken to checking on her each morning after breakfast and Gareth called for her to enter. Ruari was with her.

“My lord, I am sorry to disturb you, but I need a moment of your time.”

Gareth stood. “Fallon, look after Sloan, who is to remain in bed until I return.”

Sloan threw a pillow at him, hitting him squarely in his face, making both Ruari and Fallon smile. Gareth growled at her. She laughed and threw another one, which he caught.

“Fallon, you might want to remind your mistress that we are still several days’ ride from Ravenscar and that making that trip on a spanked bottom would be most uncomfortable.”

“Yes, my lord,” said Fallon dutifully while trying to mask her amusement.

“Side with him too often, Fallon, and it will be the end of what could be a lovely friendship. You wouldn’t want your mistress thinking ill of you, now would you?” she teased, making Fallon smile as she tried to keep from laughing.

“Sloan,” Gareth growled.

“Gareth,” she called back as she launched another pillow at him.

Both Ruari and Fallon held their breath as he crossed the room and snarled at her. “Enough!”

Sloan rose up out of the bed, careful that his body hid her nudity from Ruari, and pulled him close as her mouth captured his in a fiery kiss.

“Don’t let Ruari keep you, mate. Who knows what kind of mischief I’ll get myself into should you leave me too long,” she teased.

Gareth laughed as he grasped her ass and pulled her even tighter against him. “You’re right. Last time I found you had slipped your leash you were out running the fields as a wolf... without me. Should I have to chase you down again, the sounds that will be heard for miles will not be the ecstatic cries of one who is being pleasured by her fated mate, but rather the wails of one who is feeling the heat of her mate’s displeasure as he puts her over his knee to teach her the error of her ways.”

Sloan could see that both Fallon and Ruari were breathing easier as they realized Gareth had a romantic and indulgent side where his mate was concerned. She laughed as he eased her back into their bed and drew the bedding up to cover her.

He turned and she flung the last pillow at him.

“Ruari, you’d best save me from this wayward female that I have taken to mate.”

Sloan laughed as they exited. Finding herself alone with Fallon, she realized something was amiss.

“What is it, Fallon?”

“It is not for me to say, Mistress.”

“Of course it is. I can’t help him or our pack if I’m kept in the dark. I’m not Eloise... I do not intend to play the cossetted mate to Sir Growls-A-Lot.”

Fallon laughed. “The others are already looking forward to having you home, but they have no idea what a boon you will be to our pack.”

Sloan took Fallon’s hand in hers. “What is it?” she asked quietly.

“Ruari’s older brother. He is alpha of their birth pack in Eire. Word has come that he has been wounded.”

“Then why is Ruari still here?”

“He is beta to our pack and cannot simply leave without Gareth’s permission, especially when we are not at Ravenscar.”

“That is such bullshit,” she said, tossing the covers back. “Can you help me get dressed? The Mistress of Ravenscar needs to make a public appearance.”

“I’m not sure our alpha will approve of that...”

“Which is why we aren’t going to ask him. Seriously, you said I was fully recovered from the transition. Lord knows our alpha uses me for his pleasure several times a night. I feel fine. In fact, better than I ever have. And while I will admit that staying naked and fucking our alpha has fast become my favorite pastime, there are things that take precedence. Now help me get dressed, or he’ll be really annoyed when I grace this camp completely naked.”

“Please, Mistress. Gareth does not want you to overexert yourself...”

Sloan laughed. “You do realize it isn’t like he just makes sweet, gentle love to me once a night before we sleep, right? The man has a raging libido and expects me to accommodate him whenever, however, and as often as he likes.”

“If it’s too much, I could speak to him... as the medic to our pack...”

“You do and I’ll have you banished,” Sloan teased. “Don’t tell anyone,” she continued in a conspiratorial whisper, “but he isn’t the only one to initiate that sort of behavior.”

Fallon laughed and helped her dress quickly. Sloan opted to simply pull her hair back off her face and quickly left their tent to search the camp for Gareth and Ruari. Her progress was hindered by the members of her pack who bid her good morning and wished her well. As she approached Ruari’s tent, a cheer went up from their men, causing Sloan to stop, turn, and make the worst curtsy that had ever been made, which in turn made them all laugh.

Gareth and Ruari exited the beta’s tent at hearing the cacophony of noise that had erupted when Sloan entered the main camp. She could feel the instant he recognized she was there and the hint of annoyance with her disregard of his orders. He strode over to her.

“I thought I told you to remain in our tent?” he growled.

“You did,” she said, not even taking one step back. “At my insistence, Fallon told me that Ruari’s brother has been wounded. I would ask, my mate, that you give our beta your leave to attend his brother and might even suggest that we offer to send Fallon with him so that we are assured he has the best of care.” Her words and tone were mild, but her chin was lifted in defiance and she held his stare.

“I had just done so when you chose to disobey me.”

“Good,” she said, pulling his head down to kiss him. “Then we are of like mind.”

Gareth looked past her to Fallon. “You would not be opposed to leaving your mistress in my care and accompanying Ruari and an escort of our soldiers to Eire?”

“Not at all, Alpha. I can be ready to ride within the hour.”

“Ruari, take an escort and Fallon and ride to your brother. If you need us to come to you, send word.”

“I will, Alpha, and thank you.”

“Then we will head to Ravenscar?” asked Sloan.

“We will. I cannot continue to dawdle along doing nothing other than reveling in my mate’s wanton response. We have an entire pack that clamors to meet its new mistress.” He turned to another of his men. “Ready our men to ride. We will travel as far with Ruari as we can before striking east toward home.”

He gave Sloan a hard kiss, turned her toward their tent, and started her in that direction with an affectionate swat to her backside. Within the hour, Gareth’s people were once again on the move. Sloan had thought about putting on breeches and insisting that as they would be riding hard, that it would be easier to do so astride than sidesaddle. She smiled as she remembered she had no breeches to put on; Gareth had taken great pleasure in burning all of them. She changed into a more suitable gown for the long ride ahead and rejoined the others.
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Chapter Eleven
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They pushed hard for two days. Sloan was exhausted at the end of each day and Gareth insisted that she do nothing to help with setting or breaking down their camps or any of the chores associated with it. Sloan ignored him and began to make order of their tent. When one of their men entered to do the job, she growled and sent him scurrying away. The work helped to calm her anxious energy. Despite his repeated assurances that her new pack would welcome her with open arms, the closer they came to Ravenscar the more fractious she became.

She could feel Gareth’s angry energy long before the man himself entered their tent.

“So, despite instructions to rest, you sent one of our pack fleeing from your wrath and have made our tent ready,” he growled.

“I can’t just sit around and do nothing, Gareth. I’m not Eloise. I wasn’t raised that way.”

Gareth stepped back and seemed to think a moment. She could feel the shift in his mood and in the rumbling from within him. He crossed to her and despite her weak protest, he drew her into his arms before sitting on the bed and pulling her into his lap.

“No, beloved, you weren’t. And had you not transitioned little more than a week ago, I wouldn’t be so insistent that you let others do the work. I know we have pushed hard and never have I heard you complain or show any signs that you could not keep up. But I can feel your exhaustion. Each night I tell myself to let you sleep without accommodating my need to feel your intimate embrace... to feel your pussy contract in orgasmic bliss around my rampaging cock... to have you cling to me and call my name as I plunder your body and call you mine. And each night, I fail.”

Sloan nuzzled his neck. “But it is joining with you each night that revives me. As much as you need me, I need you even more.”

“You will sit quietly for the rest of the evening. I have no wish to be angry with you, but you will do as I say. If you think you can behave, you can sit at the bonfire with the rest of us. Otherwise, you will remain here in our tent and I will have your supper brought to you.”

“Fine,” Sloan said despondently.

Gareth laughed. “You may well be the only she-wolf in existence who pouts when she is not allowed to work herself half to death. Be a good mate and behave.”

“If you wanted well behaved, you should have claimed Arielle,” she mumbled.

“I claimed my fated mate who had best reconcile herself with the idea of sharing with me what has her out of sorts.”

“I know all of you keep telling me that everyone is going to be happy to have me at Ravenscar...”

“No one has lied to you or tried to mislead you. They speak the truth. It is a wonder to me that you continue to doubt us. Fallon sings your praises, you have Ruari completely under your spell, which is no small feat, and the remainder of our men are quite convinced that you are the reincarnation of our ancestress, Shea, herself. They have wanted me to mate for a long time. When they meet you, they will know I was wise to wait for my fated mate. As much as those at Calon Onest cared for you, your pack at Ravenscar will be devoted to you.”

“If you say so. Gareth, what happens if Ruari’s brother dies?” she asked.

“I suspect we will lose our beta. Ruari is an alpha himself, but with his brother inheriting the position of leadership at home, he struck out on his own... much as Alaric did.”

“How did he come to serve you?”

“He asked to join Alaric and me when we reclaimed Ravenscar. With Alaric set on leaving, I asked him to consider staying on as beta.”

“Why did you have to reclaim Ravenscar?”

“When our father died, Alaric and I were off seeking our fortune. Those of us at Ravenscar have never been popular with the Ruling Council; they made a preemptive move to bring Ravenscar back into the fold by displacing our family. We convinced them their arrogance was misplaced and dangerous.”

“That wasn’t a very smart move on their part. Was that wise... to have another alpha in your pack?”

Gareth nodded and smiled. “It was never an issue. Until we have sons and they come of age to lead, Ruari would have ensured that our pack was never vulnerable and that my mate and family were protected.”

“If he leaves, what will you do for a beta?”

Gareth nuzzled her. “Most alphas would caution their mates not to worry about such things.” He chuckled as she growled at him. “But I am not most alphas and my mate is not one to be sent to do needlework. That has always been a concern at the back of my mind, but I think I may have found the solution.”

“And what might that be?”

“Edan seems to be a strong, capable wolf. I know he served as Rowan’s beta these past five years. I would like to know your assessment of him.”

Sloan thought for a moment. “I think few would serve you as well. While he doesn’t resent Tristan assuming the position of beta under Alaric, he was an excellent beta for Rowan. He works tirelessly and even Alaric’s men came to see him as captain of the guard very quickly. And I would welcome a familiar face, although those with whom we have traveled already feel like pack to me.”

“Because they are pack... your pack.”

“Speaking of familiar faces, you don’t think Alaric will use Arielle as some kind of inducement for an alliance with another pack, do you?”

“I do indeed. She is quite a prize—a captivating beauty with a sweet disposition raised to be mistress of a great pack. And she will bring with her an impressive dowry and the alliance with two strong packs—those at Calon Onest and Ravenscar.”

“Rowan and I will never forgive either of you if you force her into pairing not of her choice.”

“And yet both of you were forced and have forgiven both of us...”

“That was different...”

“Yes, beloved, because it was with a fated mate. Alaric would have nothing less for Arielle. Besides, he is well able to deal with Rowan’s temper. After all, both she and Arielle herself would have seen Arielle mated to me.”

“There are times I’m not sure that still wouldn’t have been a better idea.”

Gareth growled. “Never. And should I hear you say so again, you will find yourself with a very sore backside for continuing to doubt my wisdom in knowing you are the only one for me. Arielle is destined to be with another... and one which might surprise you both.”

“What do you mean? I know Edan is fond of her...”

“She would not be mistress to a great pack with Edan.”

Gareth grinned at her and his eyes danced with merriment.

“Who?”

“I am not at liberty to say. Rest assured that Alaric will see to her best interests and I believe you and Rowan will be quite pleased.”

“Why is that you are allowed to keep your own counsel, but I am not?” she asked.

“Because I am alpha... and you are not.”

“You are infuriating is what you are,” she said, trying to get up from his lap.

Gareth stood but refused to let her move away from him. “What I am, mate, is in need of the satisfaction that can only be found between your thighs.”

Before she could put up much of a fight, the Alpha of Ravenscar had swept her into his arms and had her in their bed where he proceeded to satisfy them both for the remainder of the evening and well into the early morning of the next day.

When she woke, Gareth pulled her close and kissed her temple. “They have our horses ready and the camp is packed; if we push hard, we can make it home by tomorrow evening.”

Gareth helped her up on her horse and they turned east toward Ravenscar. They rode hard all that day and the next. Toward the end of the second day, Sloan began to smell the ocean and smiled.

“What brings a smile to your face, my beloved mate?”

“How far are we from Ravenscar?”

“Several hours at least. If you don’t feel up to it, we can stop and set up camp or we can take a break and I can send for a carriage.”

Sloan shook her head. “If I didn’t feel up to riding, I’d just go sit on the wagon. It’s that I can smell the ocean. It’s different than the one outside of Calon Onest but it’s... I don’t know how to describe it...”

“Familiar?” offered Gareth.

She nodded. “That might be it. And I don’t think if I were still human, I’d be able to smell it from here.”

“You’re right. Were you still burdened with your humanity, you would be unable to detect the salty tang in the air. Even now it is barely detectable. I suspect your genetic memories of this place are allowing you to pick up its scent. Do you find it comforting?”

Sloan scented the air again. “I do. I always loved the smell of the ocean at Calon Onest, but this is different... better somehow.”

Gareth leaned over to her and brushed her lips with his. “It is better. It is home. What do you say we pick up the pace? Are you up to it?”

“If I knew where the hell we were going, I’d race you!”

He signaled his men that they would be increasing their speed. Sloan was still amazed at how well they coordinated their actions. Like Alaric’s men, Gareth’s were well trained and had experience moving together as a unit.

Finally, they crested a hill, and stretched out before them was a lovely town that made the villages around Calon Onest seem tiny. Beyond it lay farms, huge windmills, and the great manor at Ravenscar. Gareth was right, all of this seemed right—like she had been here before. The sun was setting and dusk was beginning to settle; Sloan could barely make out two figures riding along the road between the town and the house that lay beyond. As they rode, dots of light began to appear.

“It would seem our people are expecting us and are lighting the road for you,” he said with affection.

“They light the road for their alpha,” snorted Sloan.

“No. Ravenscar has always been my home. Normally the torches are only lit for those unfamiliar with our territory, which would rule you out as well as this has been your home for many lifetimes. The other reason they will be lit is to welcome home a victorious alpha at the head of his army... usually with a great captured treasure. And there is no denying that I was victorious...”

“With Rowan’s help...”

“The battle with Edwyn? Pfft, my brother needed no help with that. I speak of my victory in finding and claiming my mate.”

Sloan laughed before she spurred her horse to a gallop and sprinted ahead of him, calling back over her shoulder, “Not much of a victory if your mate beats you home.”

The big roan charger was strong and fast. He was also headed for the warmth of his own stall and he knew it. He surged forward, putting a huge amount of distance between her and Gareth. She could hear Gareth’s horse trying to close the distance and his men cheering him on. Sloan was determined to make an entrance and the point with her new pack that she was not some simpering mistress who had no mind or will of her own.

She was certain she could have made the door first, except for many of their people had gathered outside to greet them. Sloan did not want to seem unfriendly or see anyone get injured, so reined her horse into a more refined trot. Gareth caught up to her.

“You ride far too well. I may end up putting you on one of the smaller mares to ensure I can always catch you.”

“Are you afraid, my alpha, that I might actually get away from you were I to try a third time?” she teased.

“Based on my experience with you, it would not be prudent to believe that the happiness you find in our coupling will keep you from being the naughty mate you are, and you have a proven proclivity for leaving me when angry or upset.”

Sloan halted her horse and Gareth did the same. This time it was Sloan who leaned out of the saddle and kissed him deeply. “Perhaps, but you should know if I do, it is only to teach you a lesson and that I will always return.”

Gareth chuckled. “That may be so, but it won’t save your backside from a good blistering for having done it in the first place.”

They rode together down the drive. People called to both Gareth and Sloan. She was surprised they called to her by name.

“How do they know?” she asked.

“I sent word and some of your things ahead so you will be comfortable from the beginning. As much as I’d like nothing better than to take you down from your horse and up into seclusion in our chambers, I will need to refrain as I’m quite certain our people wish to meet their new mistress.”

“Remember, I don’t know how to do this. I’m even less prepared than Rowan. At least she’s always been wolf and part of a pack.”

“A pack that did not care for its she-wolves the way it should.”

“The women at Calon Onest were happy...”

“As well as undisciplined and unmated far longer than they should have been. They had neither the structure nor support they needed to feel truly cared for. You will find, my beloved, that our women are neither treated badly nor allowed to carry the burdens that those at Calon Onest once did. I can assure you that Alaric will put that right.”

“He may find Rowan disagrees with him.” She stopped her horse in front of the main entrance.

Gareth stepped off and then came around to help her out of the sidesaddle. They had argued briefly about whether or not she could or would dismount without his assistance. While he agreed she was quite capable, he was also insistent that she wouldn’t be allowed to do so.

“I really can get off a horse without your help and if I rode astride, I wouldn’t need help getting on either,” she whispered.

“You will do neither. Behave yourself,” he replied in a quiet tone.

Gareth led her to the top of the stairs and stopped before entering.

“People of Ravenscar,” he called. “May I present to you my fated mate and your mistress, Sloan!”

Sloan was somewhat shocked at the cheer that went up. Her new pack seemed genuinely happy to meet her. The feeling of well-being that arose from the crowd was palpable and their affection for their alpha apparent.

“Mistress, I am Tyler, omega to the pack. Welcome home!” A man with medium brown hair and a welcoming smile took her hand in his and rubbed his cheek against it. Sloan looked at Gareth, who smiled and nodded slightly.

“It’s nice to meet you, Tyler.”

He turned to Gareth. “She is truly glorious, Alpha. Many blessings on your pairing. Come inside; there is food and drink. Everyone has been watching for you.”

“Have we heard anything from Eire?”

“We had one more message, that Ruari’s brother worsens. He is not expected to live.”

“Pass the word amongst the men; I will see those who lead various groups of our people after dinner. We defeated Edwyn handily but are vulnerable until the rest of our army returns from Eire and are certain of Edwyn’s whereabouts. In addition, we have discovered a clan of dam-builders with a strong foothold just outside of Alaric’s territory. I fear I will be hard pressed to take Sloan into seclusion at this time.” He turned back to Sloan. “Forgive me, beloved.”

“Nothing to forgive. The safety of the pack has to come first.”

“A wise choice indeed, Alpha,” said Tyler.

Tyler withdrew as Gareth led her toward the main hall.

Sloan glanced around at the opulent foyer and furnishings. “I thought you said this wasn’t a castle...”

“Technically, it’s not. And unlike Calon Onest it is not a fortress, but it is large, and the main house easily accommodates our needs for meetings, dining, and common areas. All the staff as well as the ranking pack members live in it. And we have several guest rooms. We have a number of other large buildings that house our bachelor wolves, mated couples, army barracks, and the few unmated females that we have. Alaric has promised to take a look at those girls at Calon Onest that aren’t suited for anyone there.”

“We aren’t some kind of commodity you can just pass around amongst yourselves,” said Sloan testily.

“You, beloved, are most definitely off the market,” he teased. “But the others need to be mated. It is unnatural for wolves to live alone without a mate—male or female.”

He silenced her protest with a kiss that provoked another cheer as well as humorous and well-intended ribbing from their people. Sloan was beset with people wanting to meet her and offer their congratulations and well-wishes to their alpha’s mate. She was almost on the verge of being overwhelmed, when an older, daunting she-wolf presented herself. As had Tyler, she took Sloan’s hand in hers and then rubbed her cheek against it.

“Mistress, I am Winifred. I have been the head of the household staff here at Ravenscar and will serve here until you choose another.”

Sloan looked at Gareth, who said, “She’s a sort of Dawson here.”

Sloan looked back to Winifred. “Are you unhappy here in your position?”

“No, Mistress. I have been the happiest of my life since our alpha found me and took me in.”

Sloan kept hold of her hand and turned to the rest of the pack. “Anyone here think Winifred ought to leave?”

She smiled as the idea was quickly shouted down and calls of support for Winifred echoed throughout the room.

“But, Mistress, you don’t understand, he found me trying to steal...”

Sloan couldn’t help herself and burst into laughter. “Really? How absolutely divine. That’s how I came to be at Calon Onest! We must compare notes. Perhaps we can find others who enjoy a bit of stealth and make a game of it. Tell me, Winifred,” she said, nodding toward Gareth, “did he threaten to tether you to his bed to be used for his pleasure?”

“He would never,” Winifred said, quick to defend Gareth’s honor.

Gareth placed his hand gently on the older woman’s shoulder. “My mate makes a jest at my expense...”

“I did not,” said Sloan in an incensed tone. “That’s what he said he’d have done if he’d found me instead of Rowan.”

“I think, Mistress, our alpha would have had you in his bed regardless of what you were doing,” said Winifred with a sly smile.

“You may be right,” agreed Sloan. “But then it’s not the worst place a she-wolf could find herself.” Sloan turned back to the larger group. “Why are you all standing here? Winifred’s food is getting cold, and if she’s anything like Dawson at Calon Onest she wants her pack well fed in a timely manner.”

The older woman grinned at her, completely at ease with her new mistress. Winifred separated herself from Sloan, and Gareth guided Sloan to the head table. He ushered her into her seat and kissed her cheek.

“And you thought you didn’t have what it takes to be mistress here. Winifred is not easy to win over. She is highly protective of our pack and will run you a close second for a hard worker. Perhaps we should seek out more thieving she-wolves. Ouch!” he exclaimed as Sloan kicked him under the table.

“Be nice. She didn’t really think I’d just turn her out, did she?”

“Eloise wanted her gone and tried to banish her to the kitchen. Reestablishing Winifred as head of the staff here was one of the first things I did after Eloise’s death.”

With Gareth at her side, Sloan was very much at ease sitting in their dining hall surrounded by her new pack. She found Tyler to be charming company and that Gareth had been right that their people would make her feel welcome.
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Chapter Twelve
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Gareth was pleased to see that Sloan’s reception had been even more welcoming than he had thought it might be. Clearly his people were glad to see him mated and Sloan’s behavior with Winifred had been enchanting and reassuring. Tyler had left their table and Gareth had watched as he gathered those who they needed to speak with.

He leaned over to Sloan. “I need you to remain here in the dining hall. I must speak to some of our men to hear the report of the patrols we had arranged prior to my departure. I may need to make adjustments in light of our sending Ruari to Eire.”

“You’re worried about Edwyn, aren’t you? The man’s a snake.”

Gareth smiled. “Beloved, when one wants to offer a slur to a wolf, she calls him a mutt.”

“I know,” she said. “I once lobbed that insult at your brother.”

He chuckled. “Why am I not surprised? I think worry is too strong a word for what I’m feeling, but I don’t trust Edwyn. With Alaric at Calon Onest trying to settle his fractious mate, the mutants, and Edwyn’s unprovoked attack, it might be seen as the ideal time for him to attack Ravenscar in retaliation for our part in his humiliating defeat.”

“Rowan is not fractious. We won’t be going into seclusion, will we?”

“Not for as long as I’d like, but I believe we can manage a day, maybe two. I’m sorry.”

She shook her head. “I understand. I was just looking forward to experiencing... you know.”

He leaned closer to her, rumbling low and seductively. “And you will. My knot is forming even now. I can’t wait to have you lying naked beneath me as I breach you with it the first time,” he whispered.

Gareth watched as a slow blush crept up her face. He nuzzled her neck and nipped her ear before leaving her to join his men in his study.

“May I say for all of us gathered, Alpha, that your mate is beyond compare,” said Tyler.

“You may,” agreed Gareth, “but I didn’t need you lot to tell me that. Now, what do we know?”

“Nothing good, I’m afraid,” said his captain-at-arms. “What remained of Edwyn’s army after some left the field and others remained at Calon Onest have not returned to Chepstow, nor has Edwyn.”

“Part of those who left Edwyn’s pack have joined us and those who accompanied Ruari will be rejoining us in a few days. We aren’t particularly vulnerable, but without a beta and not at full strength, I will forego taking my mate into seclusion. Set standing patrols outside of the town and roving ones to make sure our farmers are safe. I want to know of anyone who is not pack and is in our territory. I mean to try and steal some time with my mate, but do not hesitate to keep me advised.”

Gareth remained in his council chambers as his men filed out.

Tyler hung back. “What worries you, Alpha?”

“Edwyn not returning. That’s a puzzle I don’t like thinking about. Where has he gone? Even with the defections, he would have a large group of men with him. He can’t just have disappeared. And the dam-builders are worrisome. I had thought that Britannia had rid itself of their like and then to find them on the coast of Wales is disconcerting. It doesn’t feel right. See what you can find out from those we employ outside of the pack. Specifically see what you can find out from York and those to the north and west of us.”

“You think Edwyn is after Ravenscar?”

“I’m not sure if Edwyn is the only problem. He wants to lead the Ruling Council, which will be difficult if he doesn’t have a strong faction that spans more of Britannia. I’m not sure Eloise’s family doesn’t hold me responsible for her death and he may be trying to expand on that. My taking Sloan to mate may have inflamed them.”

“You think her father...”

“No, I think she has two older brothers, neither of whom is fit to lead, but both of whom are power-hungry. And with Alaric now having his own pack and a territory of his own, they may believe we are ripe for the taking.”

Tyler nodded. “That makes some sense. The timing couldn’t be worse for you.”

“There is never a good time for war.”

“I meant because of your mate and your desire to go into seclusion.”

Gareth sighed. “Not for as long as I’d like, perhaps, but I will see my mate knotted and tied to me this night. My need for her seems to know no bounds.”

“I believe, my alpha, that she is well suited to you. Everyone has been so excited and happy to have her coming home and to have you mated once again. The fact that she was human has only added to the anticipation.”

“I think I shall go pry my beloved away from the rest of our pack and take her to our bed. Post a man outside the door.”

Gareth left a grinning Tyler and returned to the dining hall. The sight that greeted him did much to restore his good humor. The laughter and lively conversations that could be heard throughout reminded him that during his pairing with Eloise, both had been missing. It would seem his mate’s mere existence had restored them.

Spying him returning, Sloan stood and raised her glass. “At last the great warrior returns,” she called, inciting their people to cheer.

Gareth knew he should return to their table, stay and visit with his pack a bit longer, but his need to bury his knot in her depths was far too strong. He merely smiled as he joined her before lifting her up to kiss her soundly... again causing an uproar of happiness. Instead of putting her down, he tossed her over his shoulder and turned to leave the room.

“Gareth,” she squealed.

He paid her no mind. Both she and their pack had best get used to the idea that there were times when he was every bit the uncivilized warlord as his younger brother. Gareth meant to take her to their room and finalize the bond that was between them.

When Sloan started to struggle halfheartedly, he swatted her upturned rump with affection more than anything else, causing their people to applaud and shout encouragement.

Gareth took her to their room. It was at the end of the upper hall and had a wraparound balcony and numerous sets of French doors with which to gain access. He closed the door behind her and set her on her feet.

“That was subtle,” she said with amusement.

“My need to knot and tie you to me has long since passed my ability to be subtle.”

He proved his point by grabbing the neckline of her dress and ripping it from her body, unlacing her corset and disposing of it and her undergarments before pushing her back on their bed.

“You really are going to have to stop tearing my clothes off of my body.”

“I will do as I wish. I could always just keep you here in our bed naked and waiting for me to mount you.”

Sloan rumbled low at him. “You’ve had worse ideas...”

He stood between her legs, her eyes locked with his; he reached down and gently rubbed her engorged clit and then ran his finger from her nub to her swollen lips, parting them so that he could stroke her sheath. He smiled as she caught her breath.

Gareth backed across the room and sat down to remove his boots. Sloan started to close her legs and he growled in a seductively menacing way. “You keep your legs parted for me. It will only be a moment before I am back between them and until then I want to see your need for me glisten at the mouth of your core.”

He watched as his words inflamed her desire, causing her nipples to stiffen and goosebumps to rise along her flushed skin. He scented the sweet smell of her arousal and rumbled at her as he stood and stripped off his breeches. Her eyes widened as he removed the rest of his clothes and he approached her completely nude. His cock was thick and hard and the knot at its base impressive.

Sloan scooched her way from the edge of the bed, not trying to get away from him, but to make room. She purred at him in invitation and need. Gareth crawled up onto the bed between her legs—kissing, sucking, and licking as he moved up her body. He paid deliberate and lingering homage to both of her nipples as they offered themselves to him. He alternated between them and used both his mouth and hands on her to increase her desire.

Continuing to palm her breasts, he moved down her body until he had his head between her legs with her legs raised up and over his shoulders. He nuzzled her clit, before sucking it into his mouth where he laved his tongue around it, interspersed with gentle nipping. Gareth parted her labia so that he could stroke and tease her pussy. Sloan’s response was to moan as her body produced more of the sweet nectar; he knew he would need to breach her with his knot. Her hips began to move in an old and familiar rhythm.

Nipping her swollen nub a last time, he licked his way down to the opening to her core where he rolled his tongue into a spear and plunged it inside her before letting it uncurl so that he could fully taste her honeyed essence. He felt her legs tremble as they lay on his back and she cried out for him. He drew back so as to not send her over the edge; he wanted to breach her as she orgasmed. She wailed in frustration and he smiled. Never before had he pulled back and not allowed her to achieve climax.

“Gareth, noooooooooo.”

He stroked her to soothe her body instead of inflame it and once she quieted, he began to use his tongue again. Her desire was quickly reignited and she undulated her hips, pushing her sex up into his face to get him to give her more. Her hands clutched at his head. When she tugged on his hair in order to encourage him to cease his playing and mount her, he moved his mouth back up the way it had come until he reached her clit, which he nipped, making her yowl.

Gareth nuzzled it and then moved back to sup from her again. He stabbed at her core with his tongue as his teeth gently grazed her outer lips. Her hips moved with increasing speed and determination. Gently he fingered her dark rosebud before inserting the tip of his finger in. Sloan no longer offered even a token resistance. He knew it wouldn’t be long before his mate recognized her desire for him to claim her there again and on a more regular basis.

Gareth began to slowly work his way back up her body. His cock was throbbing and painful. He had never known such sweet torment but wanted to savor this first knot with her. Sloan spread her legs wider so that he could easily settle himself between her legs; the head of his cock prodded between her thighs, seeking the sheath in which it belonged.

He reached between them with his other hand and fingered her core as he pressed his thumb against her clit. He slipped his hands under her body and grasped her buttocks, squeezing them lightly and steadying her. Sloan’s body tensed in anticipation of the pain she knew she was about to experience.

“Relax, sweetheart,” he rumbled to her. “All will be well.”

His mouth captured hers completely as he surged forward with a ferocity and power unlike any other he had used to mount her. Sloan’s body convulsed and she screamed into his mouth with the power of his possession as he thrust home, breaching her with his knot. She pushed at him, instinctively trying to dislodge the painful invasion of her body. Gareth growled low and deep in his throat and continued to kiss her passionately.

He lay still within her, allowing her body to relax and accept that he had breached her in a way that only an alpha male wolf-shifter could. His kisses became less demanding and more coaxing. He held her tight so that she couldn’t injure either of them but didn’t try to move within her. When he felt her body relax and she began to return his kisses, he knew that the first inkling of the exquisite sensation of being knotted was beginning. It would push her past the pain to embrace the intimacy and sensuality that resulted from his need to bury himself deep inside and seal her to him.

As her pussy stretched to accommodate him, her breathing returned to a more normal state. He inhaled sharply as the knot began to swell, ensuring that none of his seed would escape. He held her tight and nuzzled her neck. She had ceased to struggle but seemed unsure of what would come next. She-wolves were taught what it meant to be mated to an alpha; he sometimes forgot that Sloan had once been human.

“That’s the worst of it, beloved. I promise that the pain and discomfort will be banished by the pleasure we are about to share,” he murmured.

“I don’t know...”

“I know; I will teach you. You are my beloved mate and you please me in a way no other ever has.”

She nuzzled his neck, seeking his reassurance, which he gave by stroking and encouraging her, praising her bravery and beauty.

“There has never been another for me in all of the lifetimes I have lived... nor will there ever be.”

“Gareth,” she moaned as she recognized that he spoke the truth.

He searched her face and saw wonder and true acceptance of her destiny with him. He could see the love and desire he felt for her being reflected back to him from within the depths of her eyes. Sloan wrapped her arms around his neck and intertwined her legs with his in wanton response to his possession. He doubted he would have much trouble convincing his mate to be knotted often. Her response was more than he could have hoped for.

Gareth gathered her close as he began to roll his hips forward, causing him to rock within her. Sloan clung to him as her pussy pulsed all along his cock including the knot. He knew nothing had ever given him such pleasure and gratification. She cried out as she came hard in response to his rhythmic motions and clawed at his back, growling seductively to urge him on.

Sloan’s eyes rolled back in her head as she surrendered herself—body and soul—to his keeping. He treasured her uninhibited response and silently vowed that she would want for nothing in this life. Theirs would be a pairing that would become legend amongst their pack. He continued to rock within her reveling in her response as she orgasmed repeatedly.

He began to rock her with more intensity as he felt his cum rolling up from his balls, through the knot and down his shaft until it began to gush out of him, bathing her pussy with his seed. Sloan arched and molded her body to his, trying to find a way to get even closer. His cock continued to pump his seed deep into her wet heat as her cunt clamped down, extracting every last bit that he had to give her. Finally, when he had emptied himself completely within her, he settled himself and kissed her lovingly.

“Are you all right, my beloved mate?” he said as he kissed her gently.

“All right?” she asked incredulously. “You give me the most sensual and intimate experience of my life and want to know if I’m ‘all right’? For the record? You should have just led with that knot instead of tearing a chunk out of my neck.”

Sloan nipped his ear and Gareth chuckled, kissing her again. “I take it then that my beloved mate will have no objection to being knotted frequently.”

“None whatsoever,” she purred in pure contentment.

* * *
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Sloan lay with her legs tangled with Gareth’s. She had him as tied to her as his knot had her tied to him. Nothing anyone could have ever told her could have matched the incredible experience of being knotted by Gareth or lying here underneath him. There was something primal in sharing this with him—not just the incredible physicality but the intimacy it spawned.

He nuzzled her again. “I’m going to roll over.”

“I want to stay like this,” she said.

“Beneath me or with my cock buried in your pussy?”

“Both,” she sighed.

“The former for a bit but I don’t want you to have to bear my weight; the latter for several hours at least.”

She nestled against him, seeking his warmth and closeness, which struck her as odd when she was quite sure not even a piece of parchment could be wedged between them. Gareth stroked her hair and her body as he nuzzled and whispered kisses all over her face and neck. He paid particular attention to the claiming mark he had inflicted on her that day in the tunnel.

“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” she said softly.

“I’m glad to hear that,” he replied, kissing it.

“It healed a lot faster than I thought it would.”

“One of the benefits of being wolf—wounds heal more quickly and you recover from most things far more rapidly than a human.”

“You were right; no one seems to mind that I wasn’t born wolf.”

“No,” he agreed. “I told you. We have always had humans who lived as part of our pack and our greatest mistress was, like you, turned without her consent.”

Sloan nipped him again. “That doesn’t make it right.”

“But it doesn’t mean I was wrong.”

“You’re impossible. Why don’t I hate you? By all rights I should.”

“Perhaps. But the reason you don’t is quite simple. I am your fated mate just as you are mine.”

“Someone, whose name I can’t remember, told me that we go for pack runs? They don’t do that at Calon Onest.”

“Only one of the ways in which we are far superior,” he teased. “But I rather suspect that Alaric will change that. It is a rather glorious thing to do and binds a pack more tightly together. We almost always end up down on the shoreline...”

“The one where we plan to hear our grandchildren laughing?” she asked.

“The very one,” he assured her. “Younger wolves play and splash in the water while our elder members stretch out in the sunshine to warm their bones.”

“I’ve never learned to swim.”

“Then I shall teach you when the weather warms. But until then, if something should ever happen, call forth your wolf. It is instinctive within the wolf and she will save you.”

Gareth gathered her close and rolled to his back, taking her with him. Rowan had been right. The change in position was different but pleasing. She wasn’t sure if she actually heard him rumbling at her or just felt it, but it didn’t really matter. Combined with his gentle stroking down her back, she was quickly succumbing to the long ride, the celebration and wine with her new pack, and the physical demands of the numerous orgasms Gareth’s knotting her had evoked. Sloan yawned, rubbed her face against his chest, and fell into a deep sleep.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Sloan was awakened the next morning with a knock on the door. Gareth was immediately awake and called for the person to enter. For someone to have awakened them and intruded on their time together before even twenty-four hours had passed, Sloan knew something was very wrong.

“Alpha, my apologies for disturbing you,” said Tyler as he entered carefully, not looking toward their bed.

“It’s all right, Tyler, we were just resting. What is it?” asked Gareth.

“The roving patrols have spotted a large force moving up from the south. They are keeping off the main roads and seem to be trying to do so with as little notice as possible.”

“Edwyn?”

“Most likely. No banners are being displayed, but from what you described, it’s too large a force for just Edwyn alone.”

“See if we can’t get someone close enough to figure out who they are and get us an accurate head count. You think they’re headed for us?” questioned Gareth.

“It would seem so.”

Gareth wiped his face with both hands and laid one on Sloan’s waist. “Gather our men. Have Winifred...” he started.

“Tyler,” interrupted Sloan, “gather the men and let your alpha get dressed and join you. I will go work with Winifred to get food prepared to be brought to you and for the rest of our pack.”

Gareth looked down at her.

“What?” she asked. “I may not have Rowan’s skills on the battlefield, but I know how to handle things on the home front.”

Gareth leaned over and kissed her. “Your assistance and cool head are most appreciated. Tyler, gather the men. I will be down momentarily.”

Tyler left their room, closing the door behind him.

“If you really meant momentarily, I’m assuming you aren’t going to take care of that,” she said, smiling, indicating his erection.

He rumbled at her, kissing her again and tweaking her nipple before slipping his hand between her legs to do the same thing with her clit. “Unfortunately, you would be correct. I’m sor—”

Sloan leaned up from under the covers and kissed him deeply. “You have nothing to be sorry for. You are alpha and I am your mate... the safety of our pack is more important than either of us getting to spend the next few days in bed. We have all the time in the world for that in the years to come.”

“You, my beloved, are not to work yourself too hard. I want you to rest as much as possible. You are liable to be sore...”

“A state I find myself in most often in your company...”

Gareth chuckled. “And probably will for the rest of your life.”

He rolled out of bed and dressed quickly before giving her one last kiss as she started to dress.

“Once you have met with Winifred and have things organized for the household staff, I think it’s important that you be in the dining hall.” He placed a single finger over her lips to stave off her argument. “I will join you as soon as I can and will share everything with you.”

She nodded. “You’re worried.”

“Yes, a large troop with no banners showing and moving toward us does not bode well.”

“Should we send for Alaric?”

“I don’t know that it would do any good. It’s more than a week’s ride back to Calon Onest... it sounds as though that troop is moving faster than that.”

“It sounds to me,” she said, “as though it’s a good thing you sent out those roving patrols. Maybe if I hadn’t run...”

“Shh. There’s no way to know how things might have been different. And had you not, we wouldn’t have known about the dam-builders. I do know that because I found and claimed you, my pack will be stronger with their mistress here to help guide them.”

“I’ll be right behind you,” she said, watching him leave.

Sloan hurried and got dressed. Descending the stairs had an oddly familiar feeling to it as did entering the dining hall. She greeted people with a calm demeanor before joining Winifred in the kitchen. She watched a moment from the doorway at the efficiency and speed with which breakfast preparations were underway.

“Why the hell I thought you needed me in here is beyond me,” said Sloan.

“Mistress, if you would like things done...” started Winifred.

“No, that’s my point. You have everything well in hand and my best move is to stay out of your way and let you run things,” Sloan said, smiling as she pushed up her sleeves, sat down in front of a large pile of potatoes, and began peeling them.

“You needn’t take on such menial tasks.”

“Nonsense. Helping to feed our people is never menial. Look, Winifred, I understand Eloise liked being the pampered princess. That’s not me. I wasn’t born into a great pack. I was a dirt-poor farm girl whose parents’ acreage could barely support them outside a village that was smaller than this house. The village was wiped out by mutants and I became a thief. I got caught at Calon Onest and Rowan took me in. She didn’t have to, but she did. She made me pack and gave me a life. Gareth came along and elevated me to Mistress of Ravenscar, but that doesn’t mean when I’m not meeting his sexual demands I can’t be of service to the rest of the pack.”

Winifred beamed at her. “No, Mistress, it does not. And as they’re already starting to gather, I feel like we’re running behind. We could use the help.”

“Then just do what you need to do. I’ll be peeling potatoes. Anything else that needs doing, you let me know.”

At first the kitchen staff seemed a bit disconcerted by the idea that their mistress had pitched in to help, but quickly accepted her and worked alongside her happily. They had breakfast out in no time. Sloan was bringing in a large platter of bacon when she could feel his presence as he entered.

Gareth entered the room and crossed it, taking the platter from her hands and putting it on the buffet table before turning back to her and giving her backside a swat as he directed her to the head table.

“You really have no understanding of the word rest, do you, mate?” he said gruffly.

“It’s a difficult concept for me when most people rest in their beds. Lord knows you didn’t let me do much of that last night,” she teased.

Sloan was happy to hear their people laugh, immediately realizing that while they loved and respected their alpha, they did not fear him.

“And the lot of you do not need to encourage my naughty mate in her misbehaving ways,” he said, laughing.

“That’s all right, sweetheart... I don’t need their encouragement; I do fine on my own.”

Gareth joined her at the head table, leaning down to kiss and then nuzzle her neck. “You are too alluring by half. Best you take care that I don’t decide I have a greater need to bury my cock in your pussy than I do to eat,” he whispered, causing her to blush.

“Do you know anything more?” she asked quietly.

He shook his head. “No, but I have two of my best scouts out trying to get a good look at them. One of the men who rode with Edwyn to Calon Onest is with them to see if he recognizes anyone. I’m convinced that it isn’t coincidence that we have arrived home earlier than expected and there is a large force headed our way.” He subtly glanced at Mira. “Have you had a chance to speak with her further?”

“You don’t think she has anything to do with this, do you?”

“Directly? No. But if her running caused an issue between two packs, they could be out looking for her. As you know we alphas can be nasty bastards when our mate is reluctant to take her vows. I will speak to her after the morning meal and before I go out to assess our strength and get our men ready for whatever may be coming.”

“Why don’t you let me speak to her?”

“I am her alpha...”

“Not necessarily by her choice... and growling at her isn’t going to help. If she ran, she had to be afraid... more so than just reluctant. I can speak to her as one reluctant mate to another.”

“We will try it your way. But if she will not talk to you willingly, she will talk to me.”

“Not necessarily...”

“This is not Calon Onest, my beloved. She-wolves do not disregard the rules or orders from their alpha. When they do, they are provided with the structure and support needed to make them feel safe enough to do so.”

“The structure and support? Are you kidding me? I don’t know how to tell you this, but when you spank me, I’m not feeling safe and protected. All I’m feeling is how much it hurts.”

“Then you would be better off behaving yourself and not doing things that will get you put over my knee.”

They finished their breakfast and Gareth agreed that Sloan should speak with Mira.

“If she tells you anything significant, have someone come and find me. If not, it will keep until I return for supper. If she refuses to tell you anything, you can assure her that she will tell me when I return.”

Gareth kissed her and then left with Tyler and his captain-at-arms to assess their strengths and weaknesses.

Sloan sought Mira.

“He thinks I’m the cause of this, doesn’t he?” she asked Sloan.

“He doesn’t know. Do you think you are?”

Mira shook her head. “I don’t know, Mistress, truly.”

“Why don’t you tell me what happened? All of it, Mira; we can’t protect you unless we know what we’re up against.”

“I don’t want to be mated to...”

“To whom? Keep in mind that Gareth’s first mate was a political alliance. Neither of them were happy in their pairing and she died in childbirth... something that Gareth blames himself for.”

“I should leave here...”

Sloan put her hand on her arm. “It would do you no good. Gareth has made you pack, and I can tell you for a fact, he takes that kind of thing seriously. You run, he’ll chase you down and punish you for having done so. But he will not see you mated against your will unless the wolf wishing to claim you can convince him he is your fated mate.”

“How can you say that? Not only did he claim you against your will, but he turned you without your consent!”

“It is because of that I know my mate’s heart. He knew we were fated. I was the last thing he wanted in a mate and yet he would not give me up. He bent me to his will and kept me close until I admitted I had known he was right all along. Gareth is a man of strong passions and honor. It wouldn’t matter who wanted to take you to mate. If it wasn’t what you wanted, unless Gareth could be convinced that you were denying a fated pairing, he wouldn’t allow you to be taken. But a force rides for Ravenscar and we are better prepared, all of us, if we know why.”

“My alpha is one of the acolytes of Edwyn of Chepstow. He has a long-standing feud with the pack in York. I was to be given to Simon of York.”

Sloan saw her shudder. “And that does not please you?”

“He is cruel, Mistress. I have seen him. He pleasures himself however and whenever he likes. Before he accepted the match, he had me stripped and presented to him.”

It was Sloan’s turn to shudder. “Why would your parents or your alpha allow that?”

“He told them he wanted to be sure that my appearance caused his staff to rise. He had me examined by their physician to ensure I could bear children and that I was still a maid. He pawed and pinched me to see how I responded. When I began to cry, he seemed to be happy about that. He spoke crudely to me and told me all the things he planned to do to me. He made me watch while he and his brother used some of our women. It was horrible and when I told my alpha and my parents, they reminded me that we, and Edwyn, needed the alliance with York. So I ran away.”

Sloan growled low, hugging Mira as she cried. “No one will ever treat you that way again,” she vowed. “You are Ravenscar pack now and our alpha does not kowtow to anyone.”

“He won’t give me up?”

Sloan grinned at her. “Not if he ever wants to breach me with his knot again. And I assure you there is nothing in this life he wants more.”

Mira returned her smile. “But I don’t want to bring trouble to your doorstep.”

“Our doorstep,” Sloan corrected. “And if Edwyn is behind this, you are merely a pawn. He will try to strike at Ravenscar and Calon Onest in any way he can. Do not concern yourself. We will speak to Gareth when he returns. He may have questions, but do not fear Sir Growls-A-Lot. I will keep you safe from him.”

She felt his presence behind them and then heard and felt his low rumble.

“But who will keep you safe from me?” he teased.

“I need no protection from you, Gareth of Ravenscar. You are my beloved and fated mate and I have been told ours is a pairing that will be celebrated for a thousand years and that we will watch our grandchildren play in the surf.”

Sloan was drawn into his embrace as he kissed her.

“Whoever told you that is a wise man.” He turned to Mira. “My mate is correct, Mira. You have nothing to fear. Your pack, this pack, will keep you safe. Can you run and see if you can help Winifred? I have need of my mate’s attention.”

Mira grinned. “Yes, Alpha. And thank you.”

She turned and ran toward the kitchen.

“Already my mate shows her greatness as mistress. You instinctively know how to comfort our people.”

“Did you hear what they did to her?” Sloan whispered.

“I did. Your assessment...”

There was a knock on the door as Mira returned and interrupted. “Alpha? I’m sorry, but I just thought of something...”

“What is it?” he asked gently.

“When they were making me watch them, Lord Edwyn joined them and they spoke of the power of the rivers... I didn’t understand it and I’m afraid I was so traumatized...”

Gareth went across to her and hugged her. “Of course you were, little wolf. You should never have been subjected to any of that.”

“I was told I had no choice, but that if I tried to escape, no pack would have me as they would feel I had been ruined by what they did...”

Gareth interrupted her. “Another thing they lied about. All I heard was the story of a brave she-wolf who had the courage to save herself. No one here will have anything other than respect and admiration that you did so. And the information you overheard may well prove to be the lynchpin for all that is happening. You have been of great service to your pack today.”

Sloan’s heart almost broke seeing the weight Gareth’s words lifted from Mira’s shoulders. He kissed Mira’s forehead and sent her back toward the kitchen.

“You’re a very nice alpha when you aren’t being a nasty bastard,” Sloan said.

“High praise from you, mate. But I was serious. Now the dam-builders make sense.”

“How?”

“Think, Sloan. Who better to harness the power of the rivers? Edwyn brings them in, forges alliances from Chepstow up into York? He acquires land all along the rivers and establishes himself diagonally from Calon Onest to York to Ravenscar. He basically has divided Britannia in half. He has the perfect scapegoat when the dam-builders are found out, eradicates them and sets himself up as lord protector and head of the Ruling Council.”

“That sonofabitch,” spat Sloan.

“Quite literally,” quipped Gareth. “But now that we know his game, I may just have a way to put a serious dent in his plans. I’ll get word to Alaric.”

“You said he couldn’t get here in time.”

“Not here, he can’t, but he can get those mutants. Beavers aren’t known for their bravery; facing down Alaric’s army will see them out of Britannia and Edwyn without his ability to control the rivers. And he needs to know that Edwyn hasn’t finished with his plans for Calon Onest.”

“Calon Onest is more than a week’s ride and you can’t spare the men... but they need to know. If Edwyn isn’t with the group headed for us, he could be doubling back to Calon Onest.”

He nodded. “You’re right. We’ll stand and fight the force that comes toward us, but then get a message to Alaric. Hopefully he’ll have people out on patrol to alert him if Edwyn tries to move against him again.” He shook his head. “My brother and I have talked of training falcons to fly between us. I think with him in Wales and us in northern England, we’d best make that a reality—sooner rather than later. But that is for another day. Let’s go join our people before I take you to our bed to have my wicked way with you.”

She laughed. “Only if I don’t have mine with you first.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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Sloan lay awake listening to the rhythmic sound of Gareth’s breathing. She knew he was right to look to the safety of their pack first, but also felt compelled to get a warning to Calon Onest. Not wanting to weaken the force at Ravenscar, Sloan determined that if Calon Onest was to be warned, she would need to carry the message herself. Quietly, she removed herself from Gareth’s warm embrace. She soothed his rumbling as he recognized her loss even as he slept.

She dressed quietly, putting on everything she needed save her boots. Grasping them in her hands, she slipped from their room, descended the main staircase, and started to leave the house via the kitchen. As she did so, she passed the laundry, where she spied a pair of breeches she thought would fit and would make her ride easier. Sloan smiled as she substituted the riding habit for breeches, a shirt, and a warm woolen tunic. Gareth would not be happy with her choice of clothing, but she figured this would most likely be the least objectionable action she took on this day.

“Milady?” she heard Tyler ask just as she opened the outer door.

Turning, Sloan pasted her brightest smile on her face. “Good morning, Tyler. What are you doing up in the middle of the night?”

“Waiting for you. I didn’t think you’d let Calon Onest go without warning nor did I think you’d further weaken our forces by sending someone else.”

Sloan nonchalantly felt behind her to find something to use as a weapon against him.

“Here now,” he grumbled. “If I meant to stop you, I’d have raised the alarm already.”

She grinned; he had a point. “Then what did you have in mind?”

“You are much like your mate. Once either of you have made up your mind, there is little anyone can do to stop you. It’s best to simply throw in behind you and help.”

Sloan nodded.

“I have your horse ready to go. And some clothing I think more suitable to your journey. I’m assuming you left Gareth a note. I suggest instead of riding for Rowan, you make your way to Dundalk in Eire. Ruari and part of our forces are there. It is also closer and puts you less in a direct line of fire with Edwyn.”

“How will that help Calon Onest if Edwyn marches on them as well?” asked Sloan.

“Ruari can send word to Alaric from Dundalk.”

“Gareth will be none too happy with you...”

“Then let’s not tell him. I figure you are never going to be a particularly obedient mate, so I can serve him best by helping to keep you as safe as possible. But never doubt my loyalty to him or that I don’t support his right or need to discipline you.”

“I can live with that.”

They made their way to the stables where Tyler helped her with her horse and directions to Dundalk.

“You’ve got about two days between here and the western coast and then about half a day at sea.”

“Will that get them here in time?”

Tyler nodded. “It should. Gareth was reluctant to add to any trouble that Ruari may have taking leadership of his own pack. But I know Ruari; his loyalty to Gareth is second to none.”

Sloan swung up onto the big bay roan. Leaning down, she touched Tyler’s shoulder. “Take care of him for me.”

“Be safe. If something happens to you, he’ll storm the gates of hell to get you back. Fact is, he’d trade the devil my soul for yours.”

She smiled. “I’m not sure that’s a trade the devil would be willing to make.”

Sloan reined the horse away from Tyler and headed out, following the directions he had given her.

* * *
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Tyler watched her ride to the crest of the hill and saw her turn and wave farewell. As he did so, he heard a noise behind him. He turned slowly and realized someone else was entering the barn. Concealing himself behind one of the support posts, he saw Mira. She was dressed as though she was planning a long ride—comfortable, non-gender-specific clothing—and holding a bundle that looked to be food.

“And where might you be headed, little wolf?” he said, coming out into the open.

Mira whirled around, the fear in her eyes plain to see. “I... uhm... It’s not what you think. I wasn’t trying to steal,” she stammered.

“I’m glad to hear it’s not what it looks like. Because it most definitely looks like you were planning to steal food, clothing, and a horse.”

“I swear to you... I meant no harm.”

“Then why don’t you tell me what you were about and let me decide how best we go from here.”

“I only wanted to help. I know you said my leaving my pack had not brought trouble to your doorstep, but I can’t help but believe that my presence here has contributed to the danger the pack is in. I thought if I left, and perhaps got to Calon Onest, that I could give them warning and maybe get help.”

“So you thought to add to Gareth’s worry by running away and most likely getting yourself captured and used as a hostage?”

“What makes you think I’d be caught?” Mira asked defiantly.

Tyler shook his head. “As I understand it, you were rescued from mutants. Wolf-shifters are far more intelligent and deadly. Our mistress notwithstanding, the she-wolves of Ravenscar do not go galloping about the countryside unescorted and without permission... especially when we are preparing to do battle. Is that clear?”

“But...”

“I asked if I had made myself clear?” Tyler scolded.

Mira ducked her head. “Yes, Tyler.”

Tyler walked toward her and wrapped his arm around her. “I will let this be the end of it as you have only recently joined us. Let’s go back to the main house and see where we can both be of the most help. But you must promise me to behave and not try to run away again.”

Mira nodded as they entered the back kitchen door as Winifred was preparing to leave.

“You found her. I think Mira was going to take something out to the sentries...” she said in an attempt to cover what she feared might be Mira’s attempted theft.

“I’m afraid he caught me,” said Mira.

“And is choosing to let it pass as she is new to us and her goal, while laudable, was foolish and against the rules. I have explained to Mira should she put herself in danger again, she will be subject to the same punishment as any other female at Ravenscar.”

Their conversation was interrupted as Gareth’s howl for Sloan reverberated throughout the manor. Both Winifred and Mira looked at Tyler.

“I’d better go try to calm him down. He is going to be none too pleased with his mate. I suggest we speak no more of Mira’s plan at least until our mistress is safely returned to us.”

* * *
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Gareth had slept more soundly than ever before. Having been able to spend the past two nights tied to Sloan had left him deeply sated and profoundly happy. Even though there was a large army riding toward them, Gareth realized that he had a sense of peace that he had never experienced until he had claimed her as his mate.

As he began to wake, Gareth reached for Sloan. Finding that she was not snuggled up against him as he had come to expect, Gareth opened his eyes. Sensing that she was not in their room, he scanned the perimeter; his eyes came to rest on a single sheet of parchment propped up against a book on his dresser.

He rolled out of bed and read the short missive.

Gareth,

I love you. I’m not sure when that

happened, but there it is. As you

have pointed out, I am Mistress of

Ravenscar and like its alpha, I will

do what is necessary to protect our

pack... even if that means incurring

your wrath.

I have gone to Calon Onest. Try not to be too angry;

I will return.

I plan to spend many more

nights tied to you, conceiving our

offspring and hearing them, and their

children, laughing and playing in the

surf.

Forever yours,

Sloan

“Stubborn, proud, foolish female,” he seethed. “You won’t sit down for a month when I get my hands on you.”

He opened the door into the hallway and howled, his concern and anger evident for all to hear. Gareth pulled on his breeches and boots and grabbed a shirt as he started out of their room and down the stairs. Tyler approached him.

“My lord?” questioned Tyler.

“Gather our men. Your mistress has decided to test my resolve as well as my patience,” answered Gareth.

“That she did, but I don’t know that you can do much about that...” started Tyler.

Gareth spun on his heel and confronted his omega. “What do you know of this?”

“I know that your mate is a determined she-wolf and not inclined to wait on the sidelines and leave the protection of her pack and her mate to others.”

Gareth growled menacingly as he stalked toward his underling, who dropped to one knee and did not meet his eye. “Tell me,” he ordered.

“She left this morning for Calon Onest...”

“You let her ride into the waiting jaws of our enemy?”

“No, my lord. That’s where she was headed, but I persuaded her to ride for Ruari instead. He can send word to Gareth and aid to us.”

“So you plotted with her against me?” Gareth said, backhanding his omega and knocking him across the room.

Tyler got to his feet. “Never. Sloan is your mate and your equal in her commitment to this pack. She would not be stopped. I felt guiding her to Ruari was the safest thing to do.”

“Slapping her in chains and dragging her to me was the safest thing... for both of you.”

“I would point out that trying to contain Sloan has not proven effective in the past. For God’s sake, Gareth, she went out a window and down a cliff, stole a horse and galloped away as she was transitioning, and then shifted before she was fully recovered... and that was when she thought only to save herself. Did you really believe she would do less to protect those she has come to love? The only way you’re ever going to be sure about what she’s up to is if she is tied to you. And you can’t fight a war with Sloan impaled on your cock.”

Gareth heard those gathered gasp in shock at Tyler’s bold words. They were right to be dismayed. Normally an omega never spoke to his alpha in such a manner, especially in front of others. But Gareth was not the typical alpha.

“Are you sure?” he asked, reason beginning to replace his initial fear and concern. “I was thinking we might introduce a new way to wage war.”

Tyler grinned. “Certainly it would be unique and keep everyone’s attention focused on something other than battle. Although to keep our own men focused, we might have to design a helmet that would negate their ability to hear or see...”

“Which could prove problematic when wielding a sword,” quipped Gareth as the rest of the pack began to breathe easier. He extended his hand to Tyler. “I’m not yet convinced you did the right thing, but I do know you did what you thought was best at the time and that is all any alpha could ask of his omega.”

Tyler took Gareth’s hand. “I did. Sloan is smart and resourceful, and it won’t hurt to have Alaric and Ruari apprised of the situation.”

Gareth addressed the pack. “Let’s get everyone fed and begin to prepare for battle. As Tyler pointed out, my mate is capable and intelligent and will return to us victorious,” he took a deep breath before adding with a trace of amusement, “right before I ensure she never sits or walks comfortably again.”

Their concerns allayed, the pack dispersed into the dining hall, but a few remained close to Gareth and Tyler.

“I wasn’t sure what else to do, Gareth. I knew I could stop her this morning, but worried that it would only be temporary and Edwyn’s army would only be closer were she to make a run for it later.”

Gareth clasped Tyler’s shoulder. “Your logic is sound. My apologies for questioning your loyalty. I will need to plan for how to deal with Sloan in the future.”

“No need. Your concern for your mate is warranted.”

Gareth and Tyler hung back while the others preceded them into the dining hall. When they were finally and truly alone, Gareth said, “You think she believed you?”

“I do indeed.”

“I didn’t hurt you too badly, did I?”

“No, but it should serve us well if you need to protect her again.” Tyler laughed. “But why not just tell her?”

“Because she wouldn’t have left me. She would have insisted I send someone else.”

Tyler shook his head. “Your mate is truly like no other.”

“That she is,” Gareth agreed as they joined their pack for breakfast. “That she is.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Fifteen



[image: image]


Sloan had ridden hard for the past two days and the ocean’s scent had begun to assail her nostrils in the last several hours. She was relieved to see the ironwork remains of Blackpool Tower; it was proof that she had reached the right destination. Tyler had said that the one remaining dock that was still functional was the central pier located behind the tower.

Sloan located a livery run by a group of fox-shifters that had once been nomadic but had found a home in Blackpool and established a boarding stable that Tyler said could be trusted. The seaside town had become a gathering place and home for several species of shifters... none of them wolves.

“What’s a tasty little piece like you doing in Blackpool all alone?” asked the fox-shifter who seemed to be in charge.

Sloan pulled down the neck of her shirt to reveal Gareth’s mark. The fox might not be wolf, but he immediately recognized and understood its significance.

“I am joining my mate in Dundalk,” she answered.

“I understood the new alpha was unmated,” said the fox, stepping forward.

“Yes; he was once beta to my mate, Gareth, Alpha of Ravenscar.”

Sloan had to suppress her smile. Just the mention of Gareth’s name was enough to stop the fox-shifter in his tracks.

“We would be most happy to offer you any assistance, Milady.”

“If you could see my horse well-fed and direct me to some place where I could do the same and find passage to Dundalk, I would be most appreciative.”

“Of course, Milady. The pub inside the tower building isn’t fancy, but it is safe, and the food is good.”

“Thank you. I will be sure to mention your kindness to my mate,” Sloan said as she handed him her reins and started into the building.

The fox-shifter had been right. The pub was clean, and the food was excellent. Sloan was finishing a delicious bread pudding, when a small man who was mostly body, and whose skin was speckled all over, approached. Sloan had never seen a seal-shifter before.

Nervously, he twisted his traditional fisherman’s cap around in his flipper-like hands as he spoke softly. “Mistress, Charlie says you’re looking for passage to Dundalk.”

“Passage for my horse and me, preferably on the morning tide. And there may be additional work should you serve me well.”

He shuffled his feet. “It would be my honor. I’m sure he wouldn’t remember me, but many years ago, your mate showed me a great kindness. I would suggest you gather your things. I’ll have my man here get your horse and we’ll be off.”

“What’s the rush?” asked Sloan a bit suspiciously.

“Word was passed around the dock earlier today that there was money to be made for anyone knowing your whereabouts. Even more if you could be delayed until morning. I think it is best we are gone tonight.”

“It would seem that my mate and I shall be in your debt before this is over,” remarked Sloan as she stood and left money for her bill on the table.

They left the pub quietly and one of the seal-shifter’s men gathered her horse. They loaded the frightened beast into the middle of the small fishing boat and set out across the moonlit Irish Sea. As the sun began to ease the darkness from the sky, the port of Dundalk came into view. Sloan could see the anxiousness of the seal-shifters as they pulled up to the open dock and were approached by the much larger wolf-shifters. She moved to the forward side of the boat that would be tied up.

“And what would the likes of you be doing with a lovely she-wolf like this?” asked the guard.

Again Sloan revealed Gareth’s mark before saying, “I am Sloan, Mistress of Ravenscar. I need you to take me to your new alpha, Ruari.”

The mention of Gareth’s name as well as that of their new alpha made them spring into action. They helped her off the boat and eased her horse up onto the dock.

“I would thank you to look after my friends on the boat. They have been of great service to me today.”

“Yes, Milady.”

Turning to the seal-shifter, she pressed more coin into his hand as she whispered, “Stay until I return, and I will double your profit for this venture.”

The seal-shifter nodded his head.

Sloan rode with a small contingent of soldiers out of the town and through the rolling hills to the castle. The main gates stood open. Like Calon Onest, the castle at Dundalk was a fortress and, to Sloan’s eye, could be more easily defended than the manor house at Ravenscar. The soldier accompanying her had sent one of his men ahead. Sloan breathed a sigh of relief as she saw Ruari coming out to greet her. She was surprised when Arielle pushed past him and ran toward her.

“Sloan! Sloan! How wonderful to see you! Is Gareth here? Or Rowan?” she cried, rushing up.

“What? Suddenly I’m not good enough on my own?” laughed Sloan.

“No. Of course not. I just didn’t think he’d let you go off by yourself.”

“And did he let you ride off by yourself, Sloan, or should I have my men take you into custody?”

“By now he knows,” Sloan answered dismissively. “I need to speak with you. And we were sorry to hear your brother had passed.”

Ruari came up and helped her from her horse. “Thank you for that. Are you all right? Should I have Fallon attend you?”

“I’m fine, Ruari. I didn’t ride for two days to see Fallon. Now, Ruari.”

“Sloan, I would remind you that I am alpha here and you are the reluctant mate of a friend with no reason to be here and no word from Gareth that you were coming.”

Sloan closed on him and said in a voice only he could hear, “Edwyn rides for Ravenscar and perhaps for Calon Onest. There are mutant beavers in the valley at his behest that Alaric knows about. Now, can you get me something to eat and drink? I need to talk to you and then either you need to send someone to Calon Onest or I need to ride to Rowan.”

Ruari placed his arm around her in what would have appeared to be a congenial manner, but was, in reality, a death grip.

“If you think I’m escorting you anywhere but back to his bed, think again,” he growled at her.

He ushered her into his council chamber before continuing, “You will tell me what the hell is going on and what you are doing up here on your own.”

Sloan quickly filled him in on what had taken place during the interim between his riding to Dundalk and their return to Ravenscar. “So you see, at a minimum we need the rest of our men if you can spare them. And Alaric needs to be told about Edwyn.”

“Gareth will have more than just his men. He will have some of mine as well, and we will send word to Alaric. You and Arielle will remain here for safety.”

“The hell I will. I’ll return to my home, my pack, and my mate at Ravenscar.”

“Don’t test me, Sloan. You are not my mate and I’ll toss your ass in my dungeon if I have to, but I will keep you safe.”

“And will you imprison Arielle?”

“That won’t be necessary. Arielle knows her place. She will behave and be a good girl.”

Sloan shook her head. “I think Arielle has far more of Rowan in her than any of you would like to think.”

They entered the main keep at Dundalk. Sloan was impressed by the sense of history that seemed to emanate from the stones themselves. But still, she thought, she preferred the ambiance of Ravenscar. Ruari escorted her to his council chamber with Arielle trailing along behind them. Sloan sat at his meeting table and before he could send her away, Arielle had seated herself beside Sloan, who thought it a bit odd, but had more pressing things on her mind.

Sloan filled Ruari in on everything they had been able to learn about the armed force moving on Ravenscar as well as the information gleaned from Mira and the conclusions drawn by Gareth. Ruari called his beta to join them and quickly dispatched orders to ready a company of men to ride to Gareth’s aid.

“I think you need to stay here at Dundalk,” said Ruari’s beta. “There are too many outside the pack who might try to take advantage of your absence to move against us.”

Ruari nodded. “I have to agree. I am thankful that those forces are outside our pack and not within.”

“Our people were glad to see you ride up to the gates before your brother passed. To see the pack pass within the family provides a continuity that is comforting. And to see your brother’s mate and his daughter treated with such kindness, let us know our new alpha is kind and honorable and is someone we can be proud to serve,” continued Ruari’s beta.

“My brother’s mate, Bridget, and their daughter are family and pack and will remain here. I’ll need you to take the men and ride for Ravenscar as soon as possible.”

“If you like,” said Sloan, “I can check with the seal-shifter who brought me across about helping get us back to Britannia and can then lead your men to Ravenscar...”

“And I can go and help...” piped up Arielle, causing Sloan to look at her with astonishment.

Ruari shook his head. “You, little wolf, will be going nowhere but home to Calon Onest once I am sure that’s what Alaric wants. If I were you, I’d be working on coming up with an explanation and apology that will persuade him from having a strap used on your pretty little backside.”

“No,” said Arielle with enough vehemence that it surprised all those in the room.

“Yes,” growled Ruari, plainly exasperated. “As for you, Mistress of Ravenscar, I meant what I said, you will remain here. I will not have you further endangered due to your foolishness. If your mate has not seen fit to take a strap to your backside yet, he may well make up for lost time.”

“You are not my alpha, Ruari. I answer only to Gareth.”

“And in his absence to the alpha who is taking you under his protection.”

“I’m not asking for, nor do I want or need, your protection...”

“But I am extending it, nonetheless. Be careful, Sloan, or I will decide you are in need of my correction in Gareth’s absence,” Ruari growled, taking hold of her upper arm. “I will escort you to one of my guest rooms. You will remain here until Gareth either comes for you or sends an escort.”

As he started toward the main stairs dragging a reluctant Sloan with him, Arielle launched herself at him.

“Let her go,” she cried, batting at his hands.

“Enough,” Ruari shouted, catching her by the upper arm as well. “I have had my fill with belligerent she-wolves who either don’t know or have forgotten their place. The two of you can spend the rest of the day in your rooms. I will have a guard outside each of your doors. If you need something, they will arrange to have it brought to you. Otherwise, you will remain there until I send for you at dinner. I would suggest you give some thought to your misbehavior. My guess is that both of you will find yourself on the receiving end of a punishment spanking before this is all over.”

He called to two of his men to take up a post outside the rooms of Arielle and Sloan. He placed Arielle in her room first and then thrust Sloan into hers.

“He won’t take kindly to your manhandling of me,” threatened Sloan.

“He’ll thank me for keeping you safe and take a strap to you before he reminds you in a more visceral way just which of you is alpha.”

Sloan heard the lock being engaged from the other side. She pounded her fist against the solid wood door and growled in frustrated fury.

Who does he think he is? How dare he treat me in such a manner? The answer came to her clearly and succinctly. He thought he was Alpha of Dundalk and Gareth’s close friend, and like Gareth, he would see her safe whether she liked it or not. Frustrated, she growled again before sitting on the bed.

Sloan vacillated between stalking around the room and sitting quietly. She knew that the best way to deal with Ruari would be to adopt a respectful demeanor, but that was foreign to her nature. She had done what she needed to do and was sure that Ruari would get word to Calon Onest.

She was contemplating the best way to approach Ruari to get him to agree to let her return home, when the door opened and Arielle stepped in.

“Can I keep you company? I asked Ruari for his permission,” she said quietly.

“Of course.” Sloan patted the bed beside her. “Come and sit here with me.”

“I know it hasn’t been very long, but I’ve missed you,” Arielle said as she joined her.

“I’ve missed you and Ro too.”

Sloan shuddered. The pain of being parted from her mate had lessened, but it lay dormant only for so long before it seized her in its grip, reminding her that her other half was far away.

“Are you all right?” asked Arielle.

“I’m fine; just missing Gareth. It’s part of that whole fated mates thing. I’ll be fine as soon as I get back home.”

“Has it been awful for you being mated to Gareth? Is he mean to you? Sometimes I think Alaric is mean to Rowan.”

Sloan was taken aback. “Gareth isn’t mean to me. And I’m sure that Alaric doesn’t mistreat your sister.”

“But he has. Remember when he brought her home from the standing stones? You could see how hard he had beaten her.”

“He didn’t beat her, Ari. He spanked her, and yes, that hurts, but when it is your mate it leads to a lot of very intense feelings of pleasure and sort of resets things between the two of you.”

“I don’t believe you,” said Arielle emphatically.

“Why would I lie to you?”

“I don’t know, but Rowan lied as well. Tristan spanked me because I disobeyed Alaric and I didn’t feel anything but pain.”

“That’s the difference between being disciplined by the pack’s beta and by your mate. What are you doing up here anyway?”

“I didn’t like being spanked at all, so I decided to leave home for a while to teach them not to do that to me.”

Sloan laughed and hugged her close. “I hate to tell you this, but my guess is all you’ve done is made Alaric angrier and he will have Tristan take a strap to you and confine you to your room.”

“He wouldn’t. Rowan wouldn’t let him...”

“Rowan won’t be able to stop him and might not even be inclined to try. You running away from home was an incredibly bad idea.”

“You and Rowan thought it was a good idea for you...”

“Rowan is a skilled warrior and I was a successful thief and had lived on my own for a number of years. We had skills you don’t possess. You could have been badly hurt or even killed. Promise me you won’t do that again. If you feel like you need to get away, go and hide in the tunnels or somewhere else in the castle where you’ll be safe.”

“That’s what Rowan said... but I don’t want to be spanked.”

Sloan laughed. “Me either. Gareth would say that the way to avoid it is to avoid doing anything that would get me spanked, but I’ll never be able to pull that off. But sometimes whatever it is that I want to do is worth it. Knowing I have additional men headed to fight for my pack is worth the spanking I’ll get when Gareth gets ahold of me.”

“But you will have done the right thing. That’s not fair.”

“I don’t disagree. But I also know that in Gareth’s opinion, it was not worth the risk I took.”

“So, then you’ll stay here because you know that he would want you to?”

Sloan laughed again. “Probably not. But as Gareth likes to remind me, I can be difficult. Keep in mind that it isn’t what I did that will have his palm itching to connect with my ass in a decidedly unfriendly manner. It’s the fact that, in his opinion, I put myself in danger.”

“But you’re all right with his spanking you?”

“I don’t know that I’d say that, but I knew he’d punish me when I made the decision to go.”

“What will you do?”

“Try to slip out and get home to stand and fight with my pack. In my mind, being mistress isn’t just about being the best hostess, it’s about caring for those in my pack... including my mate.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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When Ruari visited Arielle, Sloan played the contrite mate with enough of an edge to be convincing. Ruari invited them to join his pack for the evening meal. They were shown to a large dining hall where they were both greeted and given the deference given to guests of importance.

She watched as Arielle seamlessly engaged with Ruari’s new pack. Her heart broke for his brother’s widow. Clearly, she was grieving his loss, but trying her best to help Ruari by acting as mistress. Sloan was impressed as Arielle unobtrusively lifted that burden from her and allowed Bridget to focus on her young daughter and be comforted by her pack. She was fascinated as the young girl that Arielle had always been began to transform into a young woman ready to step into the role of mistress.

Sloan ate her meal and intermingled with Ruari’s new pack. It was obvious that the pack at Dundalk had accepted him as their alpha and that he had taken on that role with quiet authority. She also asked pointed questions and gathered information that allowed her to formulate a plan.

As the evening began to break up, Sloan bid Ruari and Arielle a good night and left the dining hall. Instead of turning to the left to head up the stairs to her room, she veered to the right and raced down the short hall to a side exit into the back bailey. Secreting her movements behind various things, Sloan made her way to the stables and her trusted bay roan. She saddled and bridled her horse and quietly made her way along the back wall, looking for a rarely used and even more rarely guarded way out. Closing the gate behind her, she mounted her stallion and galloped toward the port, hoping that the seal-shifter had waited to take her back across the Irish Sea.

As she approached the town, she reined the roan back to a more sedate trot. She doubted she’d ever been happier to see anything than she was to see the small fishing trawler tied up at the dock. Sloan managed to avoid the harbor patrol and load herself and her horse onto the boat. She held her breath as they quietly pulled away. They made their way back to Britannia. Sloan watched with tears in her eyes as the horizon began to shed its inky darkness and pale streaks of pink and lavender announced the dawning of a new day.

Turning to the captain, she said, “You once told me you owed my mate a debt of some kind. I will tell you that you have discharged that debt and that we are now the ones that owe you. You and yours are welcome at our hearth anytime.”

“The honor has been mine, Milady. I wish you well for the rest of your journey. You should make haste as the small warship that was tied up at dock has been spotted on the far horizon. I think that your escape has been noted and they are after you.”

“No harm will come to you. He was planning to send aid to Gareth and I’m sure the ship carries those troops. I will see that my mate knows of your kindness and assistance.”

Sloan swung up on the charger as soon as he was off-loaded from the fishing boat. So as to not garner undue attention, she trotted through Blackpool. Once outside the city limits, she urged her horse to a gallop and made for Ravenscar with all due haste.

The next two days Sloan rode like a woman possessed. She alternated bouts of galloping with rest periods of walking, but she was always on the move. The roan stallion never flagged, never failed to give her everything she asked for and then some. As she crested the hill and laid eyes on her home, she felt the now familiar clutch of pain release as his anger washed over her and she heard the pounding hoof-beats of their border guards bearing down on her.

“You had best be ready to explain yourself, Mistress. I fear your mate is in as foul a mood as I’ve ever seen him.”

“He’ll have to forego the pleasure of beating my ass as Ruari’s men are not far behind me and we must make ready for their arrival.”

Before the guard could reach for her horse’s reins, she surprised him by offering them and allowing him to take control of her mount.

“If you wouldn’t mind, could we take it easy going the rest of the way and could you see that someone sees to my horse’s needs. He has been a superb mount and deserves to be treated kindly.”

“I would be happy to do so, Milady.”

Sloan hid her smile but didn’t fail to recognize his change from the formal title of Mistress to that of the more informal, and generally more affectionate, Milady.

She felt his approach before she could see him. Sloan knew she should be frightened or at least dreading her reunion with Gareth. Instead, she could feel her heart expanding as her soul reached out to him. He galloped straight at her, not even beginning to slow his speed. As he made to pass her, his arm snaked out and he plucked her from her horse’s back pulling her onto his horse in front of him so that she was sitting sidesaddle.

Wrapping her close in his embrace, he made a wide circle and thundered back toward the manor house. She could feel the waves of anger and lust crashing all around her like the sea did all along their shoreline. Sloan knew there was nothing she could say that would lessen his fury and fear and so laid her head against his chest, listening to his heart as she purred at him.

“That will do you no good, Sloan. I mean to ease my lust between your legs and knot you hard enough that you’ll have trouble walking by the time I welt your ass.”

“I’m doing nothing other than allowing you to feel my joy at being once more in your arms,” she said, knowing it was true.

He slid his horse to a stop in front of the manor and dismounted, pulling her off and into his arms, seizing her mouth with his for a punishing kiss she knew was meant to intimidate and reestablish his dominance over her. It did neither. Instead of recoiling, Sloan wrapped her arms around his neck and reveled in his passionate fury. As he began to relinquish her mouth, Sloan bit his lower lip, surprising him to the point he released her.

Laughing, she spun away from him and dashed into the house, racing for the stairs as Gareth pursued her.

“Milady?” called Winifred with concern in her voice.

“Everything will be fine, Winifred,” she called over her shoulder, managing to stay just ahead of Gareth’s reach. “If you could bring up a tray in three or four hours and leave it outside the door, it would be most appreciated.”

“As you like, Milady,” Winifred called, now trying to suppress her amusement.

Sloan made it to their bedroom, slamming the door behind her and ripping her clothes off while making a beeline for their bed. Gareth entered, closing the door and locking it securely. He turned to find her naked in their bed—her skin flushed with desire, her nipples stiff, and her legs spread not only to allow him to scent her arousal more easily but to let him see her swollen labia and the glistening nectar at the entrance to her sheath.

Gareth growled in primal arousal and dominance. His eyes riveted to her body’s blatant invitation for his possession, Gareth stalked to the end of their bed, unfastening the front of his breeches and allowing his rampant cock to burst forth. Sloan was fascinated by Gareth’s ability to suppress his knot. Even without it, his phallus was impressive, and she longed to feel it rammed home into her wet heat. She had hoped for a knot, but figured he was more inclined to lay claim to her with long, hard strokes before offering her the more intimate possession of the knot and resulting tie.

He stopped at the end of bed, grabbed her behind the knees, and dragged her on her back toward him, slipping his hands further up her legs and raising the lower portion of her body so that it was in line and on a level with his shaft. Finally, he had her by her thighs, his cock poised at the entrance to her sheath.

“You are mine, Mistress of Ravenscar... mine!” he said as he thrust into her with incredible strength and force.

His possession was neither gentle nor unwelcome. Sloan hadn’t realized the depth of her own arousal and was shocked as she howled with the power of her orgasm that left her trembling all along his length, shaking with passion and needing him more than ever.

“Aye, Alpha of Ravenscar, that I am,” she whispered as soon as she could speak.

His smile was feral and predatory, and Sloan gloried in knowing that she could provoke such primitive emotions in him. Grasping her by the hips but allowing his hands to encompass her ass, he began to hammer her pussy with a fury she had never experienced. Sloan wrapped her legs around his body. Gareth held her steady while he stroked her forcefully, closing his eyes in carnal bliss as he savored her response.

The small, rational part of her brain knew that she should protest his treatment of her. There had been no foreplay, no seductive words, no sensual growling; just her need being met by his, the rejoining of their entire beings and her unspoken capitulation to his mastery of their senses. In and out he pistoned as her pussy contracted all along his cock. His staff was engorged due in equal parts from his arousal, their separation, and from the suppression of his knot.

Sloan could feel his entire length scraping along the insides of her most feminine channel as he drove her to another climax. Her body arched into the air as she screamed in pure pleasure and surrender. She reached for his hands and covered them with her own, caressing them in syncopated rhythm to his pummeling that seemed to know no end.

All her nerve endings seemed to be alive and sparking one after the other as she felt every vein and ridge of his cock as he drove into her repeatedly. Sloan knew there would never be another mate for her. Everything in her being cried out for him. She pulsed with the lifeblood that flowed within her and that echoed her mate’s. She climaxed for him repeatedly, her pussy molding itself to him so that it urged his cock to release his seed.

Gareth picked up the tempo of his thrusting as he prepared to empty himself into her. She felt him strive to wring one more measure of her sexual pleasure from her so that his own orgasm coincided with hers and her pussy could milk him dry as he found his release in her. Harder and faster he rammed himself into her as he watched the suspended portion of her body twitch in anticipation of their mutual climax. Just as she began to tip over the precipice of her completion, she felt his cum being jettisoned toward the very end of her channel.

“Gareth,” she called, clinging desperately to his forearms as he continued the release of his creamy essence. She heard him grunt and groan as he finished and finally withdrew from her and let her fall to her back.

He crossed to the door and unlatched the bolt. Before stepping out into the hall, he placed his cock back in his breeches and fastened them.

“Winifred,” he shouted.

Sloan heard the head of their household staff scurrying up the stairs to him.

“Yes, Milord?”

“Bring your mistress and me a tray of food as soon as possible. Once I have her knotted and tied to me, I will see her fed. And I will knot her as soon as she understands the depths of my anger.”

Sloan knew that conventional wisdom said that her best chance at soothing his ire was to show repentance and submission in equal measure. She also knew that Gareth was not a typical alpha. He was in many ways a most uncommon mate, and she was certain that he had no doubt about the she-wolf he had claimed as his own.

“I might point out to you that taking out your anger with me on others is beneath you. I might also point out that you have no cause to be angry with me in the first place...”

“No cause?” he bellowed. “You run off while I am sleeping, put yourself in danger...”

Sloan rolled up from her supine position and crawled provocatively toward him, growling seductively. “And returned to you as I said I would.”

“Do not think you will cajole or seduce your way out of the welting I promised you if you ever ran away from me again...”

Sloan couldn’t help but laugh as he stood at the end of the bed and allowed her to slither up his body as she intertwined her arms around his neck. “Nor should you think that it hasn’t occurred to me that you and Tyler worked in concert to send me to Ruari, who was closer and offered a safer route for me to take. You, my lord, are a most devious mate and I recognize that I have been outplayed.”

Gareth chuckled in spite of himself, pulling her close and allowing her to feel his knot beginning to form. “As well as you know me, I know and understand you. It was not in your nature to sit back and further weaken our defenses by even one warrior if you could accomplish the task yourself.”

They were interrupted by a gentle knock on the door.

“Enter,” he called.

The door barely opened, and Winifred said, “I have your tray, Alpha.”

“Bring it in and set it on my desk,” he growled as he began nibbling on Sloan’s neck.

The housekeeper entered with the tray.

“Growl at me all you like, but Winifred has done nothing to deserve your displeasure,” scolded Sloan.

Gareth brought his hand down hard on her rump, making her yelp.

“My mate speaks the truth and you have my apologies, Winifred.”

Sloan nuzzled his neck. “There’s a good mate,” she purred, causing Gareth to swat her again. “Ouch! That hurts, Gareth.”

“Not as much as it’s going to before I’m through with you,” he growled seductively.

Sloan felt her pussy clench in anticipation of what she knew was to come.

She saw Winifred grinning out of the corner of her eye as she did as instructed, before leaving their room.

“Nicely done, mate. Winifred will spread the word that while I am still angry, harmony has once again been restored to Ravenscar as their mistress is well able to deal with my temper.”

Gareth pushed her back onto the bed and crossed over to his desk. Sitting in the chair, he pulled off his boots and then undressed, placing his belt next to the plate of food. Standing nude, he picked up the tray of meats, cheeses, bread, and fruit and returned to their bed, sitting on the edge and placing the tray beside him.

He reached for her and gently pulled her across his lap and into position to be spanked and, Sloan feared, welted. She had promised herself to endure whatever punishment he meted out in stoic acceptance but found that now that it was about to commence, her ability to do so was quickly eroding.

“Gareth, please? You admitted that you set me up with Tyler...”

“Which would only have been necessary if you chose to disobey me, which you did. I warned you the last time you ran off that if I had to come after you again...”

“But you didn’t have to come after me, I came home. I came back to you.”

“While that is true, it does not negate the fact, my beloved, that you disobeyed me, but more than that, put yourself in danger. I will not allow you to do either without finding yourself face down over my knee getting your bottom spanked.”

Before she could mount any kind of effective argument in her defense, Gareth raised his hand and brought it down on her ass with enough force that she yowled in response. Sloan’s last fleeting thought, before being completely enveloped by the emotion and pain of Gareth’s punishment, was that perhaps he might forego welting her as she could feel his erection and knot throbbing underneath her. It was disconcerting that alongside the trepidation that was building at the thought of being spanked, that her body was ratcheting up its arousal from the knowledge that she was to feel again the physical and emotional enormity that was being knotted and tied by her mate.

Gareth began to lay down a series of punishing strikes all over her backside. The steady, staccato rhythm of his hand served not only to inflict a level of pain she had not felt before, but to remind her that he was her mate and alpha and that disobeying him would have consequences... painful ones. The cadence of the blows served to establish the throbbing of her blood in response to the waves of lust she could feel quickly replacing those of anger.

His hand bounced off her butt cheeks in an ever-increasing tempo of pain. Gareth laid down the sharp swats evenly all over her buttocks. Sloan felt as though her entire behind was on fire and was certain it was coloring and beginning to swell. When it felt like there was nothing more he could do to the fleshy part of her ass, he moved down to spank her upper thighs and deliver punishing blows to her sit spots. She yowled and fought, but he was too strong for it to do her any good.

“Gareth, please stop. I’m sorry.”

“Are you?” he growled.

“I am. Please don’t spank me anymore. I won’t disobey you or put myself in danger again.”

Gareth snorted as he reached for his belt. “I doubt that.”

“No,” she cried, increasing the intensity of her struggles.

Sloan heard the distinctive swoosh of the belt slicing through the air before it landed the first line of fire across the fullest portion of her bottom.

“Gareth,” she screamed.

His belt descended again and again, causing her to thrash around on his lap, trying to get away from the torturous weapon. Sloan wailed and cried as Gareth laid down five stripes of raised welts. He was meticulous in their placement so as to not crisscross them, but the pain from each seemed to work together with the others to increase the agony she was experiencing.

He rubbed her bottom softly, careful to avoid the weals that now decorated her backside. His touch was sensual and seductive, but painful nonetheless. Gareth traced his finger down between her butt cheeks past the opening to her core to the swollen nub at the juncture of her thighs. Softly he rubbed it until she sighed and let the tension flow from her body.

Sloan experienced, physically and audibly, the soothing rumble from deep within his chest, which brought forth an answering purr from her. She could feel arousal swirling deep within her. The pain from the spanking morphed and fed her need to be one with him. He continued to play with her clit, moving her ever closer to climax.

“If you ever try to leave me or deliberately put yourself in harm’s way again, I will double the number and size of your welts. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Gareth. Can you please be done being angry and ease the ache I feel for you?”

He helped her up off his lap and tossed a fluffy pillow into the general vicinity of where she supposed her ass would land when he placed her on her back. Gareth kneeled on their bed and drew her onto it, placing her where he would be able to knot and tie her to him.

The sound that reverberated from him was profoundly rich and evocative. Sloan felt herself responding to him in an intense and highly sexualized manner. She lay back and watched as he rolled atop her, parting her thighs with his own. She could feel the head of his cock seeking the entrance to her sheath as well as his knot throbbing in expectation of being buried inside her.

“Mine. Do you hear me? Mine,” he whispered in her ear as he clutched her sore buttocks in his hands and surged forward, breaching her opening and burying his knot deep within her.

“Yes,” she screamed as her body arched up into his and orgasmed in welcome and recognition of his possession.

Silent tears began to leak from her eyes. She wasn’t sure as to their meaning. She felt Gareth nuzzle and kiss them away as he held her tight. Sloan wrapped her arms around him seeking to become as much a part of him as she could. Her pussy continued to spasm all up and down the length of his shaft but most intently around the knot that began to swell and seal her to him.

The physical and emotional intensity that resulted from the breaching paled in comparison to the heights of passion she would ascend with him when he began to rock within her, exacting numerous orgasms. Steadying her with his hands, she felt him roll his hips forward and begin the dance of subtle and overpowering rocking movements. Sloan began to become undone—her nipples were so stiff they bordered on painful as the fur on his chest raked against them. His pubic bone rubbed against her mons in a way she felt acutely. Her pussy pulsated in harmonic rhythm to the steady rocking of his cock.

Sloan lost touch with reality and soared in a haze where time and place had no meaning. All that existed was this moment of exquisite sensation with Gareth. She wailed as she came hard against him only to recognize he still rocked strong and steady. He kissed the scar that had resulted from the place he had marked her and turned her from human to wolf. It no longer mattered that he had done so without her consent. Sloan raked his back with her nails, drawing long furrows down its length.

Gareth lazily rocked her through two more powerful climaxes before she felt the tempo become more frenzied. His canines extended once more, and he seized the side of her neck where it joined the top of the shoulder in a savage bite, which called forth another dramatic orgasm that seemed to be wrenched from the depths of her soul. She keened not in pain but in absolute surrender to her mate.

“Gareth,” she cried, digging her nails into his back.

Gareth roared as she felt his cock begin to surge within her, releasing a torrent of his seed into the fertile ground that was her womb. His orgasm was prolonged, and she climaxed a final time as he spent himself in her. Once the intensity of their coupling began to subside, Gareth kissed her deeply as he rolled to his back, bringing her atop him.

He began to lightly stroke her back and sides as if to coax her soul to return to the confines of her body. Sloan rubbed her cheek on his softly furred chest and snuggled close to his warmth.

“Everything will be all right, won’t it?” she asked quietly, afraid for the first time.

“Aye, beloved, it will. While you were off being a very naughty mate, we were able to get a better idea of the advancing army’s strength and capabilities. We will have no trouble keeping them at bay until the rest of our men have returned with those of Ruari’s. Then we will learn their objectives and formulate a plan to annihilate them. If I am correct, Edwyn will have created the means to his own end.”

“What do you mean?”

He chuckled, “My brother and I may have the only mates that one discusses battle strategy with while tied to her.”

“Pillow talk was never your forte,” she teased. “What did you mean about Edwyn?”

“I will fill you in on everything later tonight but suffice it to say that while he intended to divide Britannia, he is going to find himself caught in the middle of a triangulated trap between Calon Onest, Dundalk, and Ravenscar. Edan has joined us as our beta. Alaric sent him as part of an envoy with news he had gathered from the dam-builders. He also sent a group to Ruari with the same information and proposing a three-way alliance based on common goals, friendship, and blood.”

“But Ruari isn’t related to you or Alaric.”

“No, but his mate is related to Rowan and you might as well be blood kin to the two of them,” he said, smiling at her confusion.

“Rowan’s only blood kin is...” Gareth nodded as realization dawned. “But Alaric swore he wouldn’t force Arielle into a pairing for the sake of an alliance.”

“He did, and he won’t... unless she was his fated mate.”

“But Ruari wasn’t called to Arielle or her to him.”

“He was, but as my beta, he didn’t feel he was the one to fulfill her destiny. Now as Alpha of Dundalk, he can make her the mistress of a great pack.”

“So that’s what you and Alaric were plotting. Arielle was at Dundalk while I was there.”

“She was?”

Sloan nodded. “Apparently she got her first taste of discipline at Calon Onest and ran away.”

“Ruari was effective as my beta. She’ll find her mate more than able to correct her misbehavior. I daresay Ruari will be far less understanding and indulgent than Alaric or me, but then Arielle is far less headstrong than you or Rowan.”

Sloan didn’t necessarily agree with him but decided to keep her opinion to herself. Instead she cupped her mate’s face in her hands and kissed him with a depth of feeling that was intense and reassuring. She almost felt sympathetic toward Edwyn of Chepstow. He was about to find himself up against a triumvirate that she was quite sure could rule the world... all of whom were paired with their fated alpha mates.
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The End
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Warlord

When Rowan inherited control of her pack upon her father’s death, she vowed never to marry, and many a suitor has since been sent home disappointed. But Alaric of Ravenscar is no suitor...

He is a warlord, never defeated in battle, and he has come to take what he wants. He means to conquer not just Rowan’s lands, but her beautiful virgin body as well, and her efforts to defy him merely result in her being mounted and claimed with her well-spanked bare bottom still burning.

Soon Alaric will mark her as his mate, but first she will be thoroughly and shamefully mastered.

Buy on Amazon
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Brought to Heel

Skylar Owen is not used to taking orders from anyone and the last thing she wants in her life is an alpha who will demand her submission, but her world is turned upside down after a band of rogue wolves attacks her small, all-female pack. Ordered to disband her pack so that she can be matched with a mate, Skylar defies the Ruling Council, only to be hunted down and captured.

Though he can tell Skylar will be trouble the moment he sets eyes on her, Dylan Grainger knows how to tame a wayward woman, and it isn’t long before the beautiful, feisty redhead is tearfully promising obedience as her bare bottom is soundly spanked. But Dylan quickly realizes that Skylar is much more than just a headstrong female in need of an alpha’s firm-handed correction.

With each passing day, he grows more certain that she is his mate, and he knows that soon he must claim her, mark her, and take her hard and thoroughly. But will she resist her instincts, or will her body’s response to his bold dominance leave her in no doubt that she belongs to him?

Buy on Amazon
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Marked and Mated

Darby Callan doesn’t want a mate, but it isn’t up to her. Her old pack has been disbanded, and when the powerful, handsome alpha of a well-established pack makes it clear that she belongs to him, her instincts reveal the truth of his words despite her furious protests and attempts to escape.

Jean-Michel Gautier knows that his new mate’s past makes her wary of him, but an alpha cannot tolerate disobedience, and when Darby defies him he strips her bare and spanks her until she is sore and sobbing. Her beautiful body’s response to his dominance is obvious, and his stern correction leaves her helplessly aroused, but before he claims her he plans to make her beg.

Naked and quivering with desperate, shameful need, Darby cannot help pleading with Jean-Michel for the climax she has been denied, and soon she is crying out with pleasure more intense than she would have ever thought possible as he makes her his. But when the vicious brute who once hurt her comes looking for Darby again, can she trust her new alpha to protect his mate?

Buy on Amazon
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Mastering His Mate

After she was injured in an attack by a rogue band of wolves, Rosalyn Kincanon awoke to discover that her life had changed forever. Angry and distraught, she fled from those that nursed her back to health and found her own place in the world. But now the all-female pack she helped lead has been disbanded and the women are to be claimed as mates whether they like it or not.

The moment Oliver Halsey saw Rosalyn, he knew she was his mate. But she was born a human, and the vicious brutes who turned her did so against her will, so he set aside his rights as alpha and gave her the freedom she needed to come to terms with her new reality. Now her time is up.

Oliver knows what Rosalyn needs, even if she doesn’t. When she runs, he will catch her and bring her back. When she disobeys, he will bare her and punish her. He will take her harder and longer than she would have ever thought possible, and she will scream and beg as one climax after another is forced from her naked, quivering body. It is time for his mate to be mastered.

Buy on Amazon
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Taking His Mate

Years ago, Madeline Stone was attacked by a rogue band of wolves. Now they are hunting her again, but to get to her, they’ll have to go through Griffen Owen. The ex-Special Forces operative is the rightful alpha of his pack, and the moment he sets eyes on Madeline he knows the beautiful, feisty human is his mate. But to keep her safe, he will need to teach her to obey.

Doing as she is told doesn’t come easily to Madeline, and it isn’t long before she finds herself naked, helpless, and tearfully promising to be good as her bare bottom is soundly spanked. Her mate’s mastery of her body is put on full display as Madeline is brought to a quivering, shameful climax while still over his knee, and soon she is begging to be taken hard and thoroughly.

Madeline’s need for Griffen only grows stronger as she is marked and claimed, and his savage lovemaking leaves her in no doubt that she belongs to him. But with war brewing between the packs, can Griffen protect his mate from both their enemies and her own headstrong defiance?

Buy on Amazon
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Claimed and Mated

When Catherine Livingston travels to Italy to investigate her sister’s disappearance, it isn’t long before she crosses paths with the man who has been ravishing her almost every night in her dreams. More shocking still, the mysterious, darkly handsome stranger leaves her in no doubt that he is well aware of the connection between them and he has no intention of ignoring it.

Marco DeMedici seems to all but own the city of Florence, and it soon becomes clear that he will not rest until Catherine belongs to him, even if it means carrying her off, stripping her bare, and spanking her until she is sobbing, obedient, and begging him to take her hard and thoroughly.

Despite Catherine’s efforts to run from him, her body’s response to Marco’s stern dominance cannot be denied, and when he reveals that he is an alpha shifter it only makes it more obvious that her world will never be the same. She will be his mate, and the only thing left up to her will be how loudly she screams his name as he claims her as roughly and shamefully as he pleases.

Buy on Amazon
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Claimed and Mastered

Ava Rhys has always chafed at submitting to the authority of her pack’s alpha, but when he tries to sell her body in return for money and influence, she decides she would be better off on her own. Ava’s plans to live as a lone wolf in the backwoods of Maine are thrown into turmoil, however, when the local game warden makes it his business to take her in hand, and the battle-hardened former Army Ranger soon proves to be just as fiercely dominant as any alpha shifter.

Declan Collins knows a woman in need of a man’s firm hand when he sees one, and it isn’t long before Ava is kneeling naked at his feet with her well-spanked bare bottom on display. Once he has taught her a better use for her sassy mouth, she quickly finds herself screaming her helpless, shameful submission into the bedsheets as he claims her so roughly and so thoroughly that she is left in no doubt that she belongs to him and there is nothing whatsoever she can do about it.

With each passing day he masters her body ever more completely, never hesitating to punish any hint of defiance before using and enjoying her in ways more humiliating than she could have ever imagined. But when instinct causes her to bite him in the throes of yet another intense, desperate climax, will she lose him forever or will she end up mated to an alpha shifter after all?

Buy on Amazon
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Hunted and Claimed

Riley decided years ago that she would be better off on her own, but when the alpha of the local pack finds out there’s a lone wolf causing trouble on his turf he takes matters into his own hands.

As far as Cameron Nichols is concerned, Riley will be joining his pack whether she likes it or not. Her only choice will be whether to submit to his authority with or without needing to be stripped bare and spanked over his knee until she is kicking and crying and promising obedience. When she chooses the latter, the Navy SEAL turned cowboy is more than happy to oblige.

But Cameron knows instantly that Riley isn’t just a feisty female in need of an alpha’s firm hand. She is his mate, and she knows it too, despite her best efforts to deny it. No matter how many times she tries to run, he will always chase her down, punish her thoroughly, and then mount and claim her so roughly that all she can do is scream her helpless, shamefully intense pleasure into the pillow as her body betrays her and surrenders ever more completely to his demands.

Buy on Amazon
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Captured and Claimed

Taken captive, held prisoner, and turned against her will by the leader of a rogue pack, Shannon Livingston was just about to be sold at auction. Then an alpha wolf decided she belonged to him.

The moment James Norris sets eyes on Shannon, bare and on display yet still fierce and proud, the former special-ops agent knows the beautiful spitfire is his mate. Disobedience quickly earns Shannon a sound spanking, and despite her fury at his bold dominance, her helpless arousal is undeniable as she is claimed hard and thoroughly with her well-punished bottom still burning.

But when another band of wolves attacks the auction before James has time to put his rescue plan into action, mistrust born of harsh experience leads Shannon to seize her chance to escape. When her mate tracks her down, will she remain defiant or surrender to her instincts at last?

Buy on Amazon
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Taming His Cowgirl

When her father’s will leaves control of the family ranch to Ryder Malone, the very same man who once broke her heart, Sierra Morgan is more than a little upset. The last time she saw Ryder she shot his hat right off his head, earning herself a long, hard spanking on her bare bottom that left her sore yet helplessly, infuriatingly aroused, and she had hoped to never see him again.

Ryder has not gotten over Sierra, and this time he isn’t going to let her run off without giving him a chance to tell her how he feels, even if that means lassoing her and tying her to a chair.

If she wants to inherit the ranch she loves, Sierra will have to work alongside Ryder for a year and convince him she is ready to run it. Though she plans to spend that year making his life a living hell, when she pushes the stern, handsome cowboy too far she soon ends up over his knee again. But this time her body’s response to his dominance cannot be ignored, and when Ryder takes her in his arms and claims her thoroughly Sierra is left in no doubt that she belongs to him.

Sierra is not used to doing as she is told, however, and when she is reckless with her safety she quickly discovers that Ryder will not hesitate to punish her in ways that leave her cheeks blushing crimson and her bottom sore both inside and out. His stern, shameful correction merely increases her need for him, but once the ranch is finally hers, will she still want him by her side?

Buy on Amazon
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Tamed on the Ranch

After she takes a job at the Crooked Creek ranch, Melody Jackson quickly hits it off with handsome cowboy Luc Girard, and it isn’t long before she is begging shamefully for more as the ridiculously sexy rodeo champion gives her the ride of her life. But Luc is the kind of man who expects to be obeyed, and when Melody’s disregard for his instructions puts her in danger, she soon learns the hard way that he will not hesitate to punish her bare bottom both inside and out.

Luc’s stern correction leaves Melody blushing crimson yet deeply aroused, and her need for him only increases as he claims her ever more thoroughly over the coming weeks. But when she is finally forced to reveal the secret she has been keeping from her employers, will Melody end up losing not only her job but also the man who has both mastered her body and tamed her heart?

Buy on Amazon
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Virgin Tribute

I was not asked. I was chosen. Every year, the creature who keeps our community safe requires a virgin as tribute, and every year she is thoroughly ravaged and then returned ruined for any other man. No one will tell me exactly what is in store for me, I only know he’s not going to be gentle.

But the elders underestimated me, and when they left me in the sacred clearing I took the chance to escape. Now the beast hunts me, and if he finds me I can only wonder what he’ll do to me...

Buy on Amazon
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Bear

He was a man once, long ago. Now people say he is nothing more than a myth, a legend, a story locals tell one another around the campfire. The tale of the mountain man who became a bear.

But I know better. He saved my life, and he watches over me still. Because I belong to him.

The man in him is old-fashioned, from a time when a headstrong woman was taken over a knee, but the beast in him is as wild as this land itself, and when he claims me it will be truly savage.

Buy on Amazon
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Delta James Links
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You can keep up with Delta James via her newsletter, her Facebook page, her Goodreads profile, and her BookBub profile, using the following links:

http://eepurl.com/dK4edQ

https://www.facebook.com/DeltaJamesAuthor/

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/18197022.Delta_James

https://www.bookbub.com/authors/delta-james
cover.jpeg
erm ORD

DELTA JAMES





images/00002.gif





images/00001.gif





images/00004.gif





images/00003.gif





images/00005.gif





