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          ARCHER

        

      

    

    
      “No,” I growl at the desperate female following behind me.

      “Alpha,” she whimpers. “I can be of use to you. I can pose as your new mate.”

      “Rochelle, I plan to find a mate in Grayson’s pack at the ceremony. You’re not needed.” I don’t even turn to her. I know she’s probably angry, but I can’t bring myself to care. If I care, I look weak and that is something I refuse to do.

      It took years to cultivate my reputation as the most ruthless and brutal alpha in the region and I will not let one tiny woman with delusions of being the alpha female of my pack take that away from me.

      “Run along, Rochelle.” Angela, my beta, grins wiggling her fingers at the other woman and a growl sounds from behind me.

      “Do you always have to antagonize people? Just because you’re beta doesn’t mean you have to be a dick.” I continue my quick pace through the forest. Grayson’s territory backs up against my own so it isn’t far of a run.

      “You’re alpha and you’re always a dick.” She shrugs. I grin. Angela is the only one who can get away with talking to me like that and only when no one is around.

      “I have to be. You know that.” I sigh out in aggravation as we move through the dense forest. All goes quiet as if the animals sense the predators in their midst. Good, because we are predators.

      “Fair enough. Are we walking or shifting?” Angela asks changing the subject, thankfully. My mind is clouded. The anxiety within me making me angrier than normal. What if I can’t find someone worthy of the title of alpha female of the Everette pack?

      With a mental shake, I banish all insecurities. I’m the strongest most ruthless alpha in the region. I will find a worthy mate. There is no other option.

      “Let’s walk. I don’t want to freak out their pack by showing up in wolf form. We have business and diplomacy to worry about.”

      Angela nods and we trudge across the pack lands our backpacks slung over our shoulders.

      The sun climbs higher the longer we walk through the bright forest teeming with life. Bushes with bright red berries dot the underbrush next to the path. It’s almost soothing walking through the dense forest but I know better than to let my guard down.

      “How are you planning on finding a mate?” Angela asks eyeing me with skepticism.

      I shrug and kick a rock down the path. “I don’t know. I figured I would walk around town for awhile until I figure something out.”

      “Seriously? That’s your plan?” She rolls her eyes.

      “You have a better plan? I’d love to hear it.” I grumble back at her with irritation.

      “Nope,” she says popping the end and it just angers me more.

      “Then why did you…? You know what never mind.” I huff. There’s no point in arguing with her when she’s in a snarky mood like this. It makes more sense to just ignore her.

      “Awww, don’t be all broody and grumpy now. I was just asking a question.”

      “You of all people know the importance of this plan. I can not appear weak at the summit. If I do not bring my mate I will appear to be weak and irresponsible. There will be no peace because they will bring war to us.”

      Everything I do is to keep the peace. Despite my reputation, my pack is my family and I would protect them with my dying breath if it came down to it but I refuse to do that unless absolutely necessary which is why I’m going to the mating ceremony to look for a mate and strengthen the ties between our packs.

      “I know. You will figure it out though.” Her confidence and respect mean a lot but I can’t show any of that. I grunt a response and she shakes her head just as we break through the trees into the little village that is home to Grayson’s pack.

      “You have a leaf in your hair.” I smirk pulling it out of her long blonde ponytail.

      “You are always such an ass.” She rolls her eyes.

      “I got it out, didn’t I? I could have left it there.”

      “You know I would get you back for that. Don’t test me, Alpha.” She points her finger in my face but she is grinning.

      The little town is quaint with the pack house being at one end much bigger than anything else in town. It’s a huge brick building with a well manicured lawn. I remember the last time I was here three years ago when Grayson’s father stepped down as alpha and we were all invited to the alpha ceremony.

      I had major respect for the former alpha but his son has always rubbed me the wrong way. He is weak and though I’ve only seen him at the occasional official event over the years I have a feeling he hasn’t changed.

      I wonder what his mate must be like to be mated to such a weak alpha. She must not be impressive at all. A glorified pack whore with no real value to the pack. That’s what I see the fates gifting him with. I could be wrong but I’m not usually wrong about these things.

      The little town still has an old time feel even if they have modern amenities. I can see the gabled rooftops from our spot on the hill overlooking the place. People are bustling around everywhere and it makes me optimistic about my chances of finding a worthy mate. I take a deep breath of the crisp mountain air and trudge down the hill making my way to the Inn we where we’ll stay.

      “You go do your thing. I’m gonna go check us in at the Inn.” Angela pulls off to the left heading for the Inn without another word. Sighing, I make my way down the hill and to Main Street where all the local businesses are located.

      The street is bustling with people but with the permanent scowl on my face most give me a wide berth. A tinkling laugh stops me in my tracks. I nearly stumble at the beautiful sound but catch myself just in time before anyone notices.

      I feel like a complete creep as I turn toward the sound. Two women, one older and one younger are walking arm in arm into the local pub. I’m briefly frozen as I look at the younger woman. She oozes strength and a quiet grace. Her long brown hair shines in the sunlight and her eyes are piercing blue the color of the Caribbean Ocean.

      I’m moving before I even realize what is happening. There’s a pull to her that I don’t understand. She is perfect. Her curves would fit perfectly in my hands. I shake my head to clear it of the lewd thoughts that are making my cock harden. I need to find out more about her. She’s the one I want. I realize quickly that I will give Grayson anything to take her as my mate. I just need to find out more about her.

      It’s probably the dumbest thing I have ever done and completely reckless but I don’t care. I wait a few minutes and follow the two women into the darkened bar. They are already seated in a booth in the back when the bartender rushes around the bar toward me.

      He is a stocky older man with salt and pepper hair and a graying mustache. He has a quiet strength about him that he tries to hide but I can see a mile away.

      “Alpha Archer, so nice to see you. Right this way please.” The man rushes out his words. He looks flustered as he shows me to a booth not far from the woman. His kind blue eyes assess me as I hold up a finger beckoning him closer.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I whisper so only he can hear.

      “Yes, of course.” He replies a little too loud for my liking.

      “Who is the girl in the booth over there?”

      He turns to look at her and his eyes seem to soften momentarily with a deep affection for her. He turns back to me a smile on his face. “That is Jara. The alpha’s mate.”

      The man drops off a menu and takes my drink order. Deflated, I order a whiskey but I refuse to let my disappointment show. “Do you know of any unmated females here that are like her?”

      “We have plenty of unmated females but none of them are quite like Jara. She is one of a kind that one. Been fated to Alpha Grayson since birth. She’s a good one who will help our pack immensely once she becomes the alpha female.”

      The man leaves with a grin on his face and I can’t help but look over at the woman again. Her and the other woman are whispering fiercely and her eyes lock on mine over her shoulder before she looks away quickly.

      Does she feel this same connection? Or am I just going insane? There is something about her and I just can’t look away from her.

      A throat clears and I turn to see a scantily clad red head staring at me with a coy smile on her face. She twirls her hair biting her bottom lip. “Did Mike call you Alpha?” She asks her eyes sparkling and I know exactly what kind of woman this is. She is an opportunist and I want nothing to do with her.

      I nod but keep my expression hard. There was a reason Mike brought me to this booth and I was thankful for it until this woman decided to interrupt my peace. “Alpha Archer.” I grunt and nearly laugh when her eyes widen and her skin starts to pale.

      She reeks of fear now instead of envy. Good to know my reputation as a brutal bastard has reached Grayson’s pack. She looks at the ground and anywhere except for me as she takes a step back.

      “Sorry to bother you, Alpha Archer.” She squeaks out before turning and practically running from the pub.

      Mike bustles over handing me my drink and I nod my thanks before picking the glass up and taking a sip. The ice clinks against the glass as I tip it back and I feel eyes on me.

      Jara is staring at me with a smile so bright it lights her eyes. I wonder if the girl from before is a rival. It is entirely possible seeing as the other girl reeked of envy and desperation.

      I hold my glass up in a toast as my eyes lock with hers. She looks away quickly and a blush stains her skin a pretty shade of pink. I nearly groan out loud at the thoughts of all the ways and all the places I could make her turn that gorgeous shade of pink. Fuck. I have to stop this. I’m sitting here coveting someone else’s mate when I should be searching for my own.

      “She wasn’t to your liking, Alpha?” The man, Mike asks and I nearly jump. “Too bad. She’s the only one that is close to Jara in strength.”

      “She didn’t look strong when she found out which alpha I was.” I raise a brow at him. “She was so scared, I thought she would pass out.”

      “Good luck then, Alpha. Your reputation inspires fear. If you want someone who is without fear you might need to look someplace where people don’t know who you are.” Mike chuckles and walks away.

      Finishing my drink, I stand and reach for my wallet and leave a few bills on the table before walking out. I need to get away from the woman. I need to find a way to get the image of her pouty red lips out of my head.

      Frustrated, I storm to the Inn. This time everyone moves out of my way. I don’t care. They should be scared. It’s looking like this mission to find a mate is going to be a waste of my time. I never waste my time like this and now I’m stuck here watching the mating ceremony of the only woman in this pack that I want for a mate.

      “I’m guessing your plan didn’t work the way you hoped.” Angela steps on to the gravel path next to me.

      “Not exactly, no.” I grunt, irritated.

      “Maybe one of the other alphas will have a solution at the party tonight.” She is trying to be optimistic but I am not convinced it will be helpful. Scrubbing a hand over my face I groan having completely forgotten about the party. It’s a human tradition that I personally think is a waste of time, but some alphas will look for any excuse to drink and have a good time.

      It’s funny how they will take up human drinking traditions but when it comes to adapting to technology that will undoubtedly make their lives better they don’t want anything to do with it.

      “Doubtful. The females here are weak.” All but one, the alpha’s mate. Fuck my life.

      “Could you imagine what strong females would do to an alpha like Greyson?” She lifts a skeptical brow. “They would tear him down. I bet all the strongest females besides his mate were sent to other packs to find their mates.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me, but his mate is stronger than him. Something just doesn’t feel right here.” I say thoughtfully contemplating not for the first time since I learned who she was of challenging the alpha for his mate. He can keep his pack. I don’t want a bunch of weak shifters in my pack. It will mess up the balance and give me even more responsibility that I don’t need.

      “What do you think is going on here? A female stronger than the alpha? How has she never challenged him herself?” Angela wonders out loud. I can’t help but wonder the same.

      “She was mated to him at birth. Maybe she has just accepted her position beneath him because the alternative would cause to much upheaval in the pack?”

      “I somehow don’t think her wolf would let her submit to him if he wasn’t stronger than her. Maybe you’re wrong.” Angela shrugs.

      “I don’t think I am though. I don’t feel the same kind of strength from him that I did from her. She held my gaze longer than anyone ever has.” I don’t mention the blush that blossomed on her skin as she finally turned away though. She didn’t submit to me. She was embarrassed by my attention.

      “I guess either way it doesn’t matter. She’s his fated mate and not even a challenge can break that bond. The only way to break it is to reject her and do you really see Grayson doing that if he knows what you do?”

      She’s right and I know it but it still doesn’t stop me from wanting Jara for my own.
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      Breathing heavily, my feet pound the gravel road. I’m not going to make it. Wiping the beads of sweat from my brow, I push myself harder weaving between the pack members on the sleepy street. I should have set an alarm. I don’t have much time. I would be so much faster if I shifted but I can’t. The pack would completely lose it if I shifted in the middle of town and not to mention my clothes would be shredded to pieces. That would not look good.

      “Jara, you’re late.” My mother’s clear blue eyes scowl at me in irritation.

      “Sorry, I got tied up.” I bend slightly trying to catch my breath. I don’t dare tell her that I lost track of time and had to run the whole way. Somehow, I have a feeling that she would be even less pleased by that information.

      “Right.” She looks at me skeptically before turning on her heel and walking into the shop. I take a longing look at the vibrant forest with its bright green foliage and dense evergreen trees before trudging after her. I would rather be running in my wolf form. My wolf yips her agreement in my head as I push open the door to the small tailor shop where we are scheduled to have the final fitting for my mating ceremony.

      The shop is cozy just like most of the buildings and homes in the pack.  Isabelle the seamstress in town is a bit of a hoarder though. Fabrics of every color and texture line the walls and the floors are stacked with boxes of ribbons and other accents for the amazing dresses she makes. Each piece is unique and an absolute work of art.

      “I almost didn’t wait for you, child. You know I’m traveling to see my daughter in her new pack this evening.” Isabelle scolds me lightly. Her gnarled fingers beckon me closer to her. I have no choice but to obey. I forgot that she had plans to leave tonight and instantly feel guilty.

      “I’m sorry, Isabelle. It won’t happen again.” I look down ashamed for a moment.

      “Chin up, always, Jara. You’re going to be the alpha female soon. You must not show weakness.” My mother tilts my chin up with a smile. Isabelle grins as well and leads me over to the mannequin that has my dress on it.

      The cream fabric of the dress is supple and soft with a beaded bodice and a long flowing skirt. The sleeves are the finest lace and the neck scoops low leaving my neck bare for the ceremony when I will finally be mated to Grayson.

      Seeing the dress in all its perfection makes everything feel real. Are we really going to be mates for life in just two days time? It feels like I have been waiting forever for this but something just doesn’t feel right. I should be more excited for this. We have been fated since birth so why do I feel like it’s not going to happen.

      My wolf growls in my head at my thoughts. She doesn’t have the same doubts or reservations as I do. Mine.

      It’s probably just nerves. I’m sure everything will be perfect. My words seem to calm her and I breathe out a sigh. She doesn’t understand things like doubt. She is all instinct so in her mind Grayson is her mate and there is no room for doubt.

      “What’s the matter? Don’t you like it?” My mother must see the look on my face and her brows pinch in concern.

      “The dress is perfect. Absolutely beautiful. I just have a lot on my mind.” I sigh as my fingers trail over the beaded bodice. The white beads shimmer in the light of the small room. “Let’s get this done so I can get the rest of my errands done before it gets too late.”

      She still watches me with concern but I shake it off and start undressing to try on the gown. The soft gown feels like heaven on my skin though it fits absolutely perfectly. Isabelle’s deft fingers button it up all the way up my back. And I turn toward the floor to ceiling mirror.

      I look like a princess and a genuine smile breaks across my face. My crystal aqua eyes sparkle as I examine myself in the mirror. “It’s absolutely perfect, Isabelle. Thank you.”

      My mother’s eyes glitter with unshed tears and there is a watery smile on her face. “I’m fine,” she says as our eyes lock in the reflection in the mirror. “I just can’t believe this. You look so grown up.”

      “Mom, I am grown up,” I chuckle. “I’m twenty-five.”

      “You’ll always be my baby.” She sniffles wiping her eyes.

      “You are going to be the mother of the alpha female soon, you can’t show weakness.” I tease throwing her words back at her.

      She glares through the mirror but it doesn’t last long and she starts giggling. I can’t help the grin that breaks across my face. Turning, I wrap my arms around her hugging her tight.

      “Okay, enough of that. We are going to wrinkle your beautiful dress.” She whispers squeezing me one last time before pulling away and swiping at her red rimmed eyes.

      Quickly and carefully, I remove the dress and step back into my own clothes. “I have a few last minute touches to make but the dress will be sent to the pack house tomorrow, child.”

      “Thank you so much, Isabelle.” I hug the older woman before turning and walking out the door. I feel better than I had when looking at the dress. It must have just been nerves.

      The air is crisp and cool on my overheated skin as we leisurely stroll through the town. The trees rustle in the distance and my pack mates talk animatedly to each other. The entire place is full of excitement and I can’t help but wonder if the excitement is because of the mating.

      “The alphas from the neighboring packs are supposed to be traveling in starting today.” Mom says as if reading my mind.

      “That’s why everyone is acting so bubbly and excited.” I muse as I walk watching the excitement. It’s almost contagious. Pack members wave at us as we walk past them. I grin and wave back at them.

      It’s weird to think that in just a few days I will be their alpha female. I have known for a long time this would be my fate but now that it’s time I’m not sure how it will work. What if I’m a horrible alpha?

      “You will need to greet them accordingly, Jara.”

      Mother is all about tradition and decorum. Which is good for me because I’m being thrust into a position where those are going to be paramount. Respect and strength are everything in our world. I’m almost sad that I won’t be able to be carefree anymore but it was fated so there isn’t really anything I can do about it.

      “I know, Mom. I need to be careful when I meet them too so that I don’t mess up and insult one of them,” I sigh.

      “You put too much pressure on yourself to be perfect. Just be you. But remember the rules.” She loops her arm through mine and leads me in the opposite direction from where I need to go. It takes only a second to realize she’s leading me to the pub.

      “Mom, I have errands to run.”

      “Nonsense, we are going to lunch and then we can run your errands together after. I am not going to get as much time with you once you’re mated. I need to take all the time I can get.”

      I can’t argue with that. My mom is my best friend. I don’t have many good friends. I mean people tried to hang around me in school just because they wanted to be friends with the future alpha female. It was superficial at best.

      With my shifter nose I could always tell who was genuine and who wasn’t, so I just stopped talking to people my own age. Suddenly the skin on my neck prickles with unease. There are eyes on me. I shrug it off because it’s probably just a jealous female glaring because I’m Grayson’s mate and the ceremony is soon.

      “There’s still time for him to reject her.” My exceptional hearing means I hear the whispered words from far away. Absolutely clueless girl. You can’t reject a fate bond.

      “Don’t listen to them, honey. You know Grayson adores you.”

      Do I though? I haven’t seen him in weeks. He has been extra distant but always sends things to me as an apology for how busy he’s been. Between his role as alpha and handling security for the upcoming ceremony he’s just busy. That’s it. So why don’t I believe myself?

      “Yeah, you’re right, I think it’s just nervous jitters.” I shrug. She peers over at me obviously smelling the lie. Luckily for me she doesn’t comment as we stroll into the local pub.

      Mike, the owner waves at us as he drops the rag he was using to clean the bar top and makes his way to a booth in the back beckoning us to follow.

      The pub has a rustic dive bar feel that I love with exposed beams in the ceiling and black leather booths. The floor is mahogany and the bar takes up one entire wall showcasing all the liquor they offer on glass shelves.

      “I figured you would want to be away from prying eyes.” Mike says with a warm smile as he shows us to the booth. “This is the booth the alpha uses when he comes into the pub.”

      “Thank you, Mike. This is perfect.” I grin and scoot into the booth so my back is facing nothing but the wooden wall. I don’t like having my back to a crowded room. I wouldn’t put it past some of these delusion females to try to do something behind my back out of spite.

      My wolf snarls at the thought of any of those women touching Grayson or rejecting me. A low rumble leaves my chest causing my mother to giggle and Mike to take a quick step back. “Sorry, my wolf is a little volatile this close to the mating ceremony.”

      Mike nods smiling as he sets two menus down in front of us and takes our drink order. Even sitting in the back of the pub I feel eyes on me. It’s as if everyone in the building is watching me closely and I hate it.

      “Maybe this was a bad idea.” I mumble under my breath. I hate the way they are staring. Not all of it is hatred for me or envy that I’m going to mate the alpha some of the stares are curious. It still doesn’t stop my skin from crawling.

      “You just going to be a hermit the rest of your life because people are staring at you?” Mom asks with a grin.

      “No, I’m gonna be a hobbit. That sounds like a good life to me.” She laughs out loud at my ridiculous comment. Shaking my head I laugh along with her. It feels good to be silly and ridiculous while I still can. I have a feeling that in a few days, I won’t be able to.

      The door flying open cuts off our laughter almost immediately and I tilt my head in confusion. The man is huge and completely intimidating. The entire pub quiets as he lets the door close behind him with a bang. I have never seen him before but there is something about him.

      “Who is that?” I whisper. He has to be one of the regional alphas but there is something intriguing in his honey brown eyes. His long black hair is pulled back in a tie and I can’t help but to stare at the man. He is absolutely gorgeous.

      “What are you doing? Stop staring at that man.” Mom whispers fiercely drawing my attention to her.

      “What? Who is he?” I ask peering at him through my peripheral vision.

      “Archer, the alpha of the Everette Wolf Pack. He’s extremely dangerous, Jara. There are rumors that he was mated before but the girl killed herself just to get away from his cruelty. You must stay far away.”

      “I’m mating with Grayson in just a few days mother. We are fated. The only time I will be near him is at official events. There is nothing to worry about.”

      Mike rushes to him leading him to a booth nearby and I nearly groan as his eyes meet mine as he passes us. Those intense brown eyes seem to bore into me and I have no other option but to look away. He’s an alpha that’s for sure.

      “Just be careful. He’s especially brutal and sees strength and respect above all else. You will be at official events with all the alphas you will need to act accordingly. It could start a war if you don’t.” She worries her lip nervously and for the first time I wonder if this is actually what she wants for me.

      “I’ll be fine mom. I mean honestly how bad can it be?” I say but really hope I didn’t just jinx myself.
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      “This time tomorrow, you’re going to be mated.” Kyle another rival alpha slaps Grayson on the shoulder as he walks into the pub that has been cleared out for the party.

      There are only a few scantily clad women and the regional alphas in the place. Two women are hanging on Grayson as he knocks back the rest of his drink. This human male tradition disgusts me more and more as the night wears on.

      I try not to let the disgust show on my face as he pulls one of the women into his lap and smacks her ass. Jesus. He has someone like Jara and he’s got women all over him? I’m disliking Grayson more than I ever have before. We have a tenuous peace between our packs though.

      The fact that Kyle even mentions that while Grayson has another woman on his lap kissing his neck shows what kind of asshole Kyle is. “Don’t remind me tonight. I don’t want to think about it tonight.”

      I nearly snort at the comment because yeah I wouldn’t want to think about my mating with a woman who wasn’t my mate sitting on my lap practically dry humping me either.

      Sipping my whiskey, I sit back and observe the atrocity with as blank of an expression as I can muster.

      “What about you, Archer? You find a mate yet?” He grins. He knows good and well that I haven’t. Bastard.

      “No, the females here are all too weak and the ones that aren’t are mated.” I grumble. Grayson turns his head away from the woman who is practically humping his leg to glare at me.

      “Jara is the only female in my pack that is strong enough to be alpha female.”

      The woman on his lap stops sucking on his neck and glares at him.

      “Did I tell you to fucking stop? Get me fucking hard so I can bend you over the bathroom sink in a few.” Grayson barks at her using his alpha tone.

      To my complete shock and horror the woman does as he says and pulls his cock out from his pants and starts stroking him. I avert my eyes but there’s nothing I can do about the sounds. “Fuck this. Get under the table and suck me off instead.” He growls. She slides off his lap and immediately starts licking and sucking him. The sounds of slurping cause a shiver down my spine.

      “Where can I get one of those?” Kyle chuckles.

      “The girls are here to serve the alphas. Britany, come over here and ride Alpha Kyle’s cock.” And suddenly I have somehow stepped into a full blown alpha orgy. How on earth did this happen? The grunts and moans increase in pace and frequency when I feel a hand stoke across my shoulders.

      “How would you like me to serve you, alpha?” A brunette in shorts so tight they looked painted on and a top that was no more than a sparkly bra straddles my hips. My first instinct is to throw her off me and tell Grayson what a fucking weasel he is for doing this to his fated mate the night before the ceremony, but I’m a bastard just like the rest of these assholes.

      I’ll just use her tight body to release some of the tension and leave. Everyone else seems to be getting off and I don’t have a mate. It’s all terrible reasoning but I can’t look weak and caring about anything is known as weakness.

      “You want to serve me?” I growl clamping my hands down on her hips and pushing her down roughly. She moans something unintelligible, and I lift her up off me spinning her around and shoving her into the table face first. Like this I can almost pretend she is Jara with her long dark hair and soft curves. She wiggles her hips invitingly. I’m almost shocked that she hasn’t screamed or freaked out with my rough display.

      “Don’t fucking move.” I slap her ass, hard and she squeaks but it turns into a moan of pleasure. Everything has gone quiet and I can feel eyes on me as I pull her shorts off her roughly and drive myself home hard and fast.

      She screams at the intrusion and looks as if she wants to wiggle away. It makes me wonder how Jara would react to my rough treatment. Would she try to escape me the way this woman just did? No, I have a feeling that Jara can give just as good as she gets.

      Just the thought of Jara has my cock swelling even bigger. How it would look with her dark brown hair around my fist as I drive into her from behind. I pick up my pace to the sound of her screams and moans the rest of the room has gone silent and I know they are all watching me.

      This display of brutality I realize will only cement my reputation as the most ruthlessly brutal alpha and I nearly grin at the thought as I thrust into her harder. My eyes stray to the others in the room and I can’t tell if it’s lust or fear in their eyes as they watch me brutally fuck the girl in the most degrading way.

      They all seem to be getting off on it though. The girls watching me fuck the hell out of her and I never thought I would like the idea of being watched but as I keep pounding this girl and their eyes on my probably wishing the little cocks that are currently inside of them were as big as mine, my balls tighten at the envy I see in the other alphas eyes it’s a beautiful thing.

      “They’re all watching me fuck you savagely.” I pull out and thrust all the way back to the hilt with a grunt. Shit. I wrap her hair in my fist and pull her back as if I am using it as a handlebar to thrust harder and keep her from escaping in my need to use her.

      She wiggles again and I’m unsure if she’s trying to get away or seriously turned on. A crack disturbs the quiet of the room as I bring my hand down on her ass again and she sobs out a plea. I’m not sure what she is pleading for as her garbled words choke around a cry.

      Her walls clamp down on my cock and I’m still imagining Jara as her walls milk me to completion. I roar as I thrust in one final time and then pull away zipping up my pants and walking away without a word.

      It’s a dick move but I don’t care. An irritated scoff sounds at my back and clothes begin rustling before the girl steps in front of me with a scowl. “That’s it? You’re done so you walk away without a word?” Her make-up is smeared and there are tears streaking down her cheeks. Probably tears of fury. I can smell it on her. She looks like a deranged clown and the thought makes me chuckle.

      “You’re a pack whore, sweetheart. Good for nothing more than a quick fuck. Get over it. I’m sure you can spread your legs for someone else before the night is over.”

      Her hand comes up fast as if to slap me but I grab her wrist. Now I’m fucking pissed. “You dare attempt to strike an alpha? Are you challenging me you little slut? Grayson. You let your pack members disrespect you like this?” I growl.

      “Fuck no, I don’t.” His eyes are hard he’s not glaring at the girl though, he’s glaring at me. I raise my eyebrows still squeezing the girl’s wrist so hard it will most likely bruise. “Max, take Shayla to the cages. I’ll be there soon to show her what her place is in this pack.”

      Max, Grayson’s beta grabs the girl by the arm and drags her out the back door of the club. She’s screaming obscenities at me, but I can’t seem to care. I’m totally over this party but know I can’t leave yet. It would be a sign of disrespect. So I sit in a nearby booth and order another drink. I just need to wait for Grayson to get drunk and I can sneak out the same way that Max took the whore.

      Things finally settle and Grayson moves to the bar after the women leave. He’s slumped over his glass of Scotch when he sighs. “Maybe I should just push it back again?”

      “Are you serious? The ceremony is tomorrow. I think it’s a little late for that, Grayson.”

      “I don’t fucking want her.” He growls and my ears perk up. “Why does fate get to decide my mate for me? It’s bullshit.”

      The glass in his hand shatters with the strength of his hold. Blood drips from his hand to the bar but it’s as if he doesn’t even see it. Someone hands him a towel and he scrapes the glass toward the other side of the bar top. Did I just hear that correctly? He doesn’t want Jara? I’m trying to keep the smile from my face as I listen to their conversation.

      “Then reject her.” Kyle shrugs and I nearly growl at the casual way he’s suggesting destroying that strong beautiful female’s life. A thought occurs to me though. If he rejected her she would need a way to bring honor back to her family and I can use that to my advantage.

      “Her family is important to this pack her father is one of my advisors. I don’t want to dishonor them like that.” At least that fucker has some honor. Kyle is looking more and more like a slimy little serpent. I’m going to need to watch out for him going forward.

      “It’s going to cause division between your pack if you reject her, Grayson.” I have no idea why I am offering him advice. “I can see she is well loved by most everyone except the young female population that just wants what she has.”

      “I didn’t ask you, Archer.” He sneers at me over his shoulder. I shrug carelessly. When I think about the amount of pain she will be in if Grayson rejects her it almost makes my breath catch.

      Things that cut that deep scar your soul and that pain never goes away. I wouldn’t wish that kind of pain on my worst enemy. I wouldn’t wish it on the pretentious Alpha’s sitting at the bar. I definitely don’t wish it on Jara. She is beautiful and the strongest woman I have met in my long life. If Grayson rejects her will it break her? Will I be able to bring her back from the brink or will she reject me in her grief?

      “Take the advice or don’t it makes no difference to me.” I cross my arms over my chest shrugging carelessly.

      “I actually think it does make a difference. Did you meet my mate today?” He’s leering at me.

      “I wouldn’t say I met her. I did see her and asked who she was but we haven’t exchanged words.” I swirl the whiskey in my glass before taking another long sip looking over the rim at Grayson and Kyle who are watching me with unreadable expressions.

      “Is she honor bound? Do you have a way for her to bring honor back to her family if you do this?” Kyle asks softly.

      “No, and I’m not rejecting her. I’ll just have to live with the fact I’m in love with someone else for the rest of my life. Just because I don’t feel the bond as she does doesn’t mean I want to hurt her.”

      I nearly scoff at the word love. He just had some random pack whore sucking his cock in front of half the younger women of his pack. I’m not even sure if Grayson is capable of love. Not that I am either. I don’t value love. I value strength and loyalty above all else two things this alpha lacks.

      But, at the same time, it’s the most selfless thing I’ve ever heard come from the alpha’s mouth. But still something feels off. I finish my drink and without a word leave the pub feeling confused and out of sorts. What the hell is going on here? Somehow, I don’t believe Grayson when he says he has no plans of rejecting her. It should make me happy but it doesn’t. I can’t shake the feeling that there is something bigger at play here.

      The cool breeze as I walk through the cobbled streets of Grayson’s pack lands smells slightly of vanilla and makes me think of her. I’d only gotten a small whiff of her scent but it’s an intoxicating blend of citrus and vanilla and something musky that I can’t quite explain. My cock hardens again painfully as I remember her pouty lips and I’m glad that I have made it to the Inn so I don’t embarrass myself.

      “You look deep in thought.” Angela says tossing a set of keys in my direction without warning.

      I snatch the keys out of the air scowling at my beta. “Something isn’t right here. My wolf is on edge and the alpha’s are up to something. I can feel it.”

      “You think it has something to do with the girl?” She raises a brow in question.

      “I think that is part of it but my gut says it’s something more,” I say blowing out a frustrated breath.

      “Are you sure it’s not just your constant paranoia?” she chuckles at my glare. I don’t even dignify that with a response. I know something else is going on. I just need to find out what.

      Stomping away I find the number on the keychain and unlock the door to the quaint room. I’m almost glad that I won’t be here long. Everything is too small. The bed looks like my feet will hang off the end and one good fuck would have it crumbling to dust.

      The fire crackles happily from the fireplace and I stare into the embers for long moments. Something is up with Grayson. I can’t put my finger on what, but I have a feeling it has to do with Jara.

      I’m beginning to wonder how devious this alpha really is. He wouldn’t reject her at the ceremony in front of everyone would he? Could he be so cruel? No, Grayson doesn’t have the backbone for such a brutal rejection.

      Maybe he is trying to take my reputation for my brutality. That isn’t possible. He can try but he will fail. It took years to cultivate my reputation and that slimy bastard has no chance of outdoing me.

      If he does end up rejecting their mating what will I do? Could I be so lucky to bring her back with me and make her mine?
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          JARA

        

      

    

    
      Breathe!

      I pace my small bedroom both excited and terrified. This is the first day of the rest of my life and I can barely keep myself from having a panic attack. Everything has to be perfect. I have to be perfect.

      Everyone will be watching some hoping for me to fuck something up others just watching me. What if I trip and show exactly how not to be the alpha female? The last thing I want to do is embarrass my mate at our mating ceremony in front of all the regional alphas and the entire pack.

      My thoughts are so loud, I don’t even hear the door opening as someone comes inside until my mother is holding my shoulders in a vice-like grip.

      “I’m sorry, love but I need your full attention right now. So whatever is going on in that head of yours needs to quiet down until I get the words out.” Her look is both stern and concerned and my breath catches in my throat.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?” The panic starts to consume me and the ache in my chest grows with the need to breathe.

      “The caterer had three people call in, so they won’t be ready in time for the ceremony. And the flower delivery has been delayed indefinitely. Something about the invoice not being paid.” She growls low in her throat. Her wolf is close to the surface as her eyes flash amber.

      My knees buckle beneath me and the only reason I don’t drop to the ground is my mother’s strong grip on my shoulders. “That’s not possible,” I gasp. “I paid the invoice myself over a week ago.”

      “I know. I explained all that but she said the card was declined. I’m not sure how that happened but it will be fine. I’m taking care of everything. There are still hours before sunset.”

      Her attempt at reassurance falls flat as I continue to gasp for breaths that just won’t come. How could this have happened? I know many of the women of the pack and some of the men don’t think I’m worthy of Grayson or the title of alpha female, but would they purposely sabotage my mating ceremony?

      Yes, of course they would. The panic turns to anger and my wolf bubbles to the surface as my hands turn to claws. “I will destroy the lot of them.” The growl rips through my throat as I straighten staring at golden eyes in the full-length mirror.

      “No. Jara, you have no proof it was intentional. You cannot spend the first days as alpha female being challenged because you provoked pack members without proof.”

      I spin to my mother glaring at her. “You don’t think that’s what is going to happen anyway? If they’ll stoop low enough to try to sabotage my mating, then they will start issuing challenges the second the ceremony is over.” I shake my head wondering if I should even go through with this. My wolf growls in my head. She refuses to back away from her mate just because a few unmated females think they’re stronger than her.

      “You are stronger than any female in this pack.” My mother turns me so I will meet her eyes. “I’d bet that’s why you got the attention of Archer in the pub that day. Your name means fierce. You are what we named you. No matter if every unmated female in the pack challenges your position at the alpha’s side, I know you will come out victorious.”

      The conviction in her stare eases some of the panic bubbling up inside of me. I know I am stronger than them. I know I can defeat any challenge and if they all challenge me I know that I will come out on top. The only question in my mind is do I really want to?

      The barbaric nature of the old ways never really appealed to me, but it’s part of our heritage and shifter law that if a challenge is issued I must fight until someone yields or dies. I hate it but to deny a challenge means I deny my place in the pack. I know it more than anyone. This scenario has always been in the back of my mind since I found out we are fated to be together.

      I don’t want my people to think I rule with fear. That isn’t the alpha female’s role in the pack. At least that is the way the former alpha female led until they retired from their roles. Grayson’s parents left him the pack three years ago and moved away. They were tired of the politics and decided it was time for the next generation to lead. They’d expected our mating to happen soon after but Grayson kept delaying it. He wanted it to be perfect, but it wouldn’t be if he was still worried about problems with the other packs. I agreed and we continued to wait… until today.

      I take a cleansing breath and straighten my spine. This is my day and I refuse to let any envious females ruin it for me. “Okay so what do we need for the ceremony?” I turn to my mother who has been awfully silent as I pulled myself together.

      “I already have it under control. Your aunts are helping the caterer and I got your cousins in the field picking wild flowers. They are also going to make bows. All you need to do is get to your appointments on time.”

      “Appointments?” My eyes widen at the reminder. I can’t believe I almost forgot. I have to go pick up my dress before the stylist gets here to do my hair and make up. I modeled my own mating ceremony after what I’d seen in human magazines. Everything needs to be perfect so I enlisted the help of my cousin who was recently mated to a beta from a neighboring pack to fix me up. Her beta mate traveled with their alpha so she was able to tag along.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit. I only have two hours before Kara gets here. I have to go.” I kiss my mother’s cheek as I bound to the bedroom door.

      “Jara, love? Maybe you should put something more suitable on before you leave the house, hmm? I know we’re shifters but…” she trails off and I look at the short silky nightdress I have on with a groan.

      “Good call, don’t want to scandalize the whole pack the day of my mating.” I roll my eyes and rush to the dresser.

      Dressing quickly, I race to the door again barely remembering to wave to my mother who is standing in the middle of the room attempting to suppress a laugh.

      “I’ll see you in a few hours and I’ll be sure to bring food.” She chuckles but I’m already to the front door of my small house yanking it open and step outside. The cool breeze brings with it a smell of cedar and something musky I have never smelled before. It’s familiar but I just can’t place it. My hair blows into my face as I jog in the direction of the seamstress shop. Leaves rustle in the breeze but I can’t stop to enjoy the perfect day. I have a limited window to get to the shop and back to my house to get ready for the ceremony.

      My lungs burn as I run darting around people and trying desperately to ignore the scowls that turn my way from the unmated females along the road. I try to remind myself that they are just jealous because I’m fated to the alpha. It takes a bit more convincing than I care to admit, but I finally stop over thinking when I get to the little cottage.

      Breathing deeply attempting to catch my breath, I notice something strange. The door is a little skewed and doesn’t sit right on its hinges. A window at the front has been boarded up as if it was shattered and I don’t even bother to knock as I barrel my way into the shop. “What happened here?” I cry as I look around the disheveled shop. Mannequins are turned over and fabrics have been strewn across the floor some ripped to shreds. My hand raises to my lips as I look at the mannequin that holds my mating gown. Tears burn behind my eyes as I gasp.

      “Don’t worry, dear. It will be fixed in no time.” The seamstress smiles at me but I’m on the verge of a mental breakdown. Is this all an omen? No. It can’t be. He’s my fated mate. Shifters rarely find their fated mates and we have known our whole lives that’s the way it would be. My wolf whines in my head. Shit. I don’t like this at all.

      “There’s too many problems. To much going wrong. Who did this?” I look at the gown but breathe a sigh of relief. It really does look like the old woman will have it done in time.

      “None of that matters, dear. Go to the pub and have a drink and a bite to eat. It should only take me another thirty minutes or so to fix.”

      “What are you, my fairy godmother?” I try to joke through my tears that stream down my cheeks. I brush away the tears staining my cheeks and square my shoulders.

      “No, I’m just an old seamstress with the skills to get this done. Go relax. I know this is a crazy day. I will bring the dress over soon.” She smiles softly before turning back to her work.

      I have no idea how she will repair the claw marks in time, but I have no choice but to trust her. Walking across the cobbled street I wave to Mike as he’s opening the pub for the day.

      “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for a mating ceremony?” He grins and pride shines within his brown eyes.

      “Don’t remind me,” I huff my shoulders once again drooping. “I would be if everything wasn’t going horribly wrong.”

      “Hey now, pretty girl, you know nothing worth having is ever easy. You have people in your corner even if a few assholes are trying to get in the way. C’mon inside and I’ll get you something to help ease the tension I can see in those shoulders.”

      I love Mike like a crazy uncle. He and my dad have been friends since they were children and he has always shown how proud he is of me. Now, I wonder if he should be proud. Why should he when the women of the pack hate me so much they are willing to claw my dress to pieces the day of my mating?

      He walks me into the pub and sits me down at the bar before he starts working on his opening routine. “Why don’t you tell me what’s ailing you while I make you a drink?” He raises an eyebrow at me. I grimace at the mention of everything that’s bothering me. All the pack members who have gone out of their way to destroy what is supposed to be the best day of my life.

      “I don’t really think I want to.” I mumble but know he hears me. Wolves have exceptional hearing and Mike is no exception to that.

      “You know anything they do doesn’t reflect on how you will lead the pack, right? The only thing that will reflect on you as how you rise above what they think will make you break. Now, tell me what has you down?” He sets a whiskey on the rocks in front of me and I eye it warily. He does know that it’s not even noon, right?

      Finally I break and take a sip of the drink that burns a path down my throat and tell him everything that has happened this morning. His face is rightfully outraged at the retelling and without saying a word he pours more whisky in my half empty glass. I shake my head as I tilt the glass back once more. It feels good and makes me feel stronger but that is short lived when he walks in the door.

      “Alpha Archer, how can I help you this fine afternoon?” Mike says with fake politeness. I can tell he’s annoyed that our conversation is interrupted by the alpha but he doesn’t let on to the man.

      “I was hoping to get lunch in the same back booth, but don’t let me interrupt if this is a private affair.” Archer eyes me and then Mike and I roll my eyes. Yeah, as if. He’s my dad’s best friend and twice my age.

      “Oh, not at all. I was just imparting my pearls of wisdom on my goddaughter before her mating ceremony today.” To anyone else he would sound jovial, but I know he’s annoyed by the intrusion. Archer must sense his irritation but inclines his head and follows Mike to the back booth out of my line of sight. “I’ll grab your favorite from the kitchen my sweet and be back shortly.” He inclines his head and then he’s gone.

      I sigh heavily and take another sip of my drink. Mike is right. This is supposed to be the happiest day of my life but nothing good in life comes easy and I hope that my mating is good with all the troubles I’ve had today.

      It’s not long before Mike comes back with a turkey club and a side of French fries and cups of ranch and barbecue sauce. He knows me too well, I think as I dip the fries in both ranch and the barbecue sauce moaning as the flavors burst a cross my tongue. A growl sounds from the back booth startling me. What the hell was that?

      Uncle Mike’s eyes twinkle with humor as he shakes his head continuing his opening routine. I have made a mess of his daily ritual but I don’t even feel sorry about it because he helped me feel so much better as I continue to eat the meal in front of me.

      The door opens and I turn thinking it’s Isabelle, the seamstress but when I turn it’s the last person I thought I would see.

      “Why are you here?” Grayson asks looking between me and the back booth which has my brow lifting in question. He makes his way to me and bends to kiss my cheek. I let him because it’s not his fault the unmated females of the pack have made it their mission to destroy my day.

      “Things aren’t going as planned and I needed to relax for a bit while my dress is fixed. Not to worry. Everything will be perfect for the mating ceremony.” I bat my eyelashes at him and he searches my eyes but whatever he’s looking for he must not find because he nods, kisses my forehead and walks to the back booth. What the actual fuck is going on with this pack?

      Shaking it off, I continue to pick at my sandwich and dunk my fries in the ranch and barbecue sauce as I contemplate what to do next when Isabelle strolls in with a flourish and a huge garment bag in her arms. “It’s not exactly as we discussed my love, but I have mended the damage in the best way I could in such short time.” She grins and I wince knowing both the alphas in the room will have heard her.

      “Damage? What damage?” I hear Grayson growl as he stalks forward. Isabelle’s eyes widen as she bows her head to the alpha.

      “My shop was broken into, alpha. While there was quite the mess, the only dress ruined was Jara’s mating gown.” She says the words slowly her head never rising from the bow. I can sense her fear of the alpha and what he might do with hearing the news, but it isn’t Grayson who growls low and angry. It’s the ruthless alpha Archer who seems the most angered but he quickly curbs his outward anger and I wonder what the hell I just stepped into.

      “Is the dress fixed?” Grayson asks with a frown throwing a sharp scowl at the other alpha. I wonder what their deal is. We have always been on decent terms with the Everette pack.

      “It’s not the same as she wanted. Some places were slashed with claws.” If it’s possible it looks like Isabelle hangs her head even lower. I want to tell her that it’s okay that I will love the dress despite the damage but I wait for my alpha to respond.

      “I want my future mate to have what she desires. Should we postpone the ceremony until the dress can be recreated?” Grayson asks in a tone that says he doesn’t want to wait anymore which seems odd to me since he was the one that had put the mating off.

      “No, Isabelle is amazing. I’m sure whatever she has done will be perfect. Plus, my aunts have been doing what they can since there were other problems with the caterers and the florist. I don’t want all their work to be in vain. It will be perfect in its imperfection.” I smile up at Grayson who grimaces so briefly I almost miss it.

      “Whatever you want, mate.” He wraps his hand around my neck stroking my cheek with his thumb. My wolf practically purrs which is strange since wolves do not purr.

      “Everything will go ahead as planned.” I look around the room hoping for some insight as to what everyone’s thinking. Am I being crazy? Should I postpone even though my family is working hard and all the alphas are here? No. I know in my gut this is the right thing to do even if it doesn’t turn out as planned.

      I grab my drink from the bar and down it in one go. The burn in my lungs makes me cough, but I feel it in my gut if this mating ceremony doesn’t happen as planned there is a chance it won’t happen at all and I cannot let that happen. I set down the empty glass and turn toward the door grabbing the dress from Isabelle with a smile and walking out the door. I have no idea what’s going to happen today but I have a feeling nothing will ever be the same.
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      A low growl bursts from my chest and it takes every bit of will power to push my wolf down. The fact that her own pack is so malicious toward her that they would go to such lengths to ruin her mating ceremony doesn’t sit right with me. I hate the idea of her mating that egotistical womanizer, Greyson, but such disrespect to the future alpha female would not go unpunished in my pack.

      It just shows what a weak leader the alpha is. He puts on a good show though. Pretending to be angry when I can practically smell the relief that rolls off him momentarily before Jara makes her decision to go through with the ceremony.

      She’s a strong wolf. How can she not sense his deceit? It pours off him. I guess she’s blinded by the true mate bond. I shake myself internally to clear my thoughts. It doesn’t matter. They’re mates. I shouldn’t even be thinking like this. I turn my attention back to my food as Grayson let’s out a frustrated huff. The old man brings my food to my table and I sit watching Grayson

      “Why are you always around lately, Archer?” Grayson glares at me hands on his hips. His posturing has zero effect on me.

      “I was invited to a mating ceremony. I’m just here having lunch.” I shrug giving nothing away. It only seems to irritate him more.

      “You know what I mean.” He growls each word angrily before glancing around to see if anyone is in hearing range. “Are you sniffing around my mate?”

      “Why do you even care?” I raise a brow at him in challenge. His face turns an ugly shade of red as he takes a threatening step toward me. I smirk at him. He is such a weak alpha thinking he can intimidate me with his anger. He doesn’t even try to hide the bubbling rage that has surfaced.

      “She is still mine unless I decide otherwise, Archer. Stay away from her.”

      “I told you, I’m just having my lunch it made no difference to me that she was here also. I haven’t even spoken to the woman.” I stare him in the eyes. It’s a challenge and we both know it. He holds my stare for longer than I thought would be possible for him before looking away first and I think it pisses him off more.

      My wolf howls in my head in excitement that we beat him in a show of dominance but I keep the mask of indifference on my face until he growls and stomps away. Finally, I let the grin split my face. The old man behind the bar shakes his head but lets a soft chuckle escape as soon as the door shuts behind the enraged alpha.

      “It’s not wise to taunt the alpha that way. I can sense your strength but he doesn’t always play by the rules.” The old wolf whispers almost sounding scared that his alpha will hear him.

      “That’s okay, I play dirty as well.” I wink at the old man before picking my glass up and taking a long drink of the whiskey.

      The door opens and Angela saunters in looking amused. “What did you do?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I pick up my burger and take a bite. Angela’s grin broadens

      “Is that why Grayson just stormed out of here barking at his shifters?” She removes her leather jacket setting it in the booth between us before taking a seat herself.

      I shrug but she isn’t buying my innocent guy act. She knows me well enough to see the mirth in my eyes. “You are going to be bad for the peace talks.”

      “No, those I will take seriously but a weak alpha posturing to me and giving me ultimatums will not be tolerated. I just let his anger get the best of him.”

      She shakes her head and turns to the old man waving at him. “Hey Mike, can I get the same thing he’s having? Except give me a vodka tonic instead?”

      “Sure thing, Angela. Coming right up.” He smiles and walks into the backroom behind the bar.

      “Okay, spill.” She drums her fingers on the table.

      “Jara was in here. Someone trashed her dress for the mating ceremony and something happened with the caterer and florist. Grayson accused me of trying to get close to his mate. I may have taunted him a bit.” I smirk.

      Angela rolls her eyes blowing out a frustrated breath. “We are supposed to be here as a goodwill gesture not to cause a war between the packs.”

      My only response is a grunt. I don’t need her to tell me why I am here. I know perfectly well. I came to find a strong mate, but the only one worthy here is fated to the alpha and I was just warned away from her only minutes ago. “Something is going on with Grayson. I just can’t figure out what it is.”

      “I think we should leave. You aren’t going to find a mate here. We can get permission to search another pack for a suitable mate for you.”

      “No.” My back goes ridged at her suggestion. My tone leaves no room for argument. The alpha clearly in my tone. Angela bows her head in submission after nodding once. She knows not to challenge me when I use my alpha voice. I can’t leave now. After the challenge Grayson so clearly threw down only minutes ago, I will look weak if I leave before I originally planned and if I’m honest with myself I don’t want to take a different mate. There is something about Jara that draws me in and keeps me there. No. We have to go to this mating ceremony.

      “Okay, Alpha. But can you please behave and refrain from starting a war?”

      “I make no promises.” I wink at her with a grin.

      “You’re impossible.” She huffs out a breath as Mike brings her food. I don’t care if she thinks I’m impossible. There’s something not right going on here and I think it has something to do with Jara. There’s only one way to find out, but what will happen to her when it all comes out in the end?
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      My wolf is agitated. We don’t normally go days without shifting and everywhere in this sleepy little town smells of Jara. My wolf wants her just as much as the man does. He is agitated that the Fates mated her to such a weak alpha. He wants to challenge him for her and the pack. I can’t go to the mating ceremony hanging by a thread like this so I make my way to the surrounding forest to shift and hopefully wear him out.

      I can barely hear over the wolf growling in my head and my distraction almost gets the best of me when I nearly run into Kyle. “Watch where you’re going.” He says as he turns.

      I raise an eyebrow at him as his eyes widen. “What was that, Alpha?”

      “Oh, it’s you.” He fidgets briefly but is quick to keep his eyes on anywhere but my face.

      “It’s me.” I agree. What the hell is he doing? I have no clue. He’s not acting like an alpha. He’s a little too suspicious for that. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I just went for a run.” I can smell the lie but I don’t call him out on it. It’s none of my business unless it effects my pack and I can’t see how anything this alpha does would affect them in any way. He’s not strong enough to challenge me and he knows it. It’s why he won’t look at me in the eye. “What are you doing?”

      “Going for a run.” I shrug out of my T-shirt as I pass him giving the wolf my back effectively ending the conversation. He growls at the slight but doesn’t move toward me. His footsteps move in the opposite direction. Good. He’s not as dumb as Grayson.

      The second I step into the canopy of trees my wolf settles. The scent of pine overwhelms my senses and finally I can breathe a little easier without her scent in my nose. Stripping the rest of my clothes quickly, I fold them and leave them beneath a nearby tree and call my wolf to the surface. He responds faster than ever before probably because it’s been too long since we’ve gone for a run. It’s a seamless transition before my large black wolf is standing where the man once did. I let him take over, I know he understands the stakes and won’t go wandering where we aren’t supposed to.

      At least until he catches her scent on the breeze and veers in the wrong direction back toward town. “Whoa, no. We need to run in the woods. You can even hunt but you can’t have her.”

      “Mate.” My wolf growls through our connection. Fuuuck. This isn’t good at all.

      “No. She has a mate. She isn’t ours.” I growl back at him. I hate the words. They feel like ash in my brain but it’s the only way to convince my wolf to turn around. That and the smell of a rabbit. My head shakes back and forth as my wolf stops. He’s conflicted. He can’t decide where he wants to go. I nudge him in the direction of the rabbit with my mind.

      He sits down in the dense forest letting out a mournful howl that would have the hair standing on the back of my neck if it hadn’t come from my own body. He’s in pain honestly thinking Jara is ours. I take back a little control and move us toward the rabbit when an answering howl breaks the silence.

      This one does cause my fur to stand on end and my careful control of my wolf snaps. My head turning in the direction of the sound. I can guess who it is. The only shifter in this damn messed up pack that has even peaked my wolf’s interest. Jara. I can’t help but wonder why she answered the call.

      She has to know that it isn’t her mate.

      Or does she?

      She must have run with him on occasion. As a pack. It makes no sense. My wolf doesn’t care though as he races back to the town. I snarl at him trying to take back control before the beast causes a war.

      He keeps control just barely and slows as he comes to a clearing that smells like her. Her scent drenches the area and I notice a small cottage nestled among the trees. It has to be her home. Her scent is too strong here for it to be anywhere else. It makes me wonder. Why does she live out in the middle of nowhere? Why isn’t she closer to the town?

      A flash of a memory comes to me. Her dress that was destroyed with claws. Her mentioning her family helping with the flowers and the food. It’s no wonder why she doesn’t live closer to them. They treat her like dirt. My wolf growls low at the thought and I curse the sound echoing in the wind.

      His attention snaps to the window as the curtain moves and it’s just the distraction I need to take back control and run into the woods. I don’t think she saw us thankfully. I blow out a relieved breath. That was closer than I like. My wolf is grumbling and growling in my head but I keep careful control of my wolf and run through the forest I don’t think she saw me but I can’t be too careful. Especially, after Grayson’s threat.

      “Where have you been?” Angela’s voice cracks through the stillness as I make my way back to the tree where I left my clothes. I shake my head not wanting to show my beta that I lost control of my wolf and was seeking out a wolf who is practically mated already.

      I shift quickly. I know I’m naked but I’m a shifter and we don’t give a shit about nudity. “My wolf took over and we went for a run.”

      “Right. You howled. Why?” She’s getting a little too comfortable in her position if she’s questioning everything I do and I glare at her. She holds my stare for the briefest of seconds before averting her gaze. Forcing her submission doesn’t make me feel good but if anyone in this pack hears my beta questioning my movements, I’ll be seen as weak. Grayson will think I’m weak. That is something I will never let stand. My wolf growls low and the rumbling in my chest makes Angela whimper.

      “Do not question me again.”

      “Yes, alpha.” She bows her head in submission but the words are spit out through gritted teeth. She’s a strong beta maybe even stronger than Grayson but she knows when to submit even if it goes against her nature.

      “Why were you looking for me?” I ask as I pick up my pants and start to dress.

      “I heard something last night but didn’t think anything of it until now. It’s not our pack to police you know.” She shrugs clenching and unclenching her fists.

      “What did you hear?”

      “I heard two women giggling and then glass breaking at one of the local shops. When I went to see what was happening a red head climbed in the window and then forced the door open from the inside. Grayson obviously doesn’t have control over his pack if they are vandalizing property in his own pack.”

      I curse wondering if it was the same redhead that came up to me before scurrying away when she found out who I am. It would make sense. “The seamstress shop was vandalized last night but the only thing ruined was Jara’s mating gown.”

      “What the fuck? Those evil little bitches aren’t strong enough to challenge her to her face so they go behind her back? We need to get out of this place these wolves are toxic.”

      “Not until after the ceremony. My gut is telling me that it’s important we stay.” Angela knows better than anyone to trust my gut.

      “Fine, but if I see that crazy redhead I can’t guarantee I won’t punch her in the face. You don’t do that sneaky shit we’re fucking wolves.”

      I nearly grin. I know just from her outrage without her ever meeting Jara that if she were mine Angela would protect her with her life. “You’re not to punch anyone. We will let their alpha handle them.”

      “I can’t challenge her?” She asks hopefully.

      “That would hardly be fair. If she is who I think she is, she is no match for you. Nothing but a pack whore with delusions of grandeur.” I don’t think I have ever seen Angela pout before but she is.

      “Fine.” She huffs out a breath and starts moving back toward the town. I follow her silently knowing that we have mere hours before the mating ceremony. My gut is telling me I need to stay even if it will piss me off to watch Jara mated to that ass.

      A giggle sounds close and I watch as Grayson leads the same red head into a small house with his hand on her lower back whispering something I can’t quite hear into her ear. I take a look at Angela who’s eyes widen a bit in shock and wait for them to enter the small house before walking on silent feet around the side and leaning against the wood next to the window.

      “Are you still mating with her?” There’s a sneer in the woman’s voice that has my hackles rising.

      “I can’t put it off any longer and no matter how many things we did to try and get her to postpone. It didn’t work. She still wants to have it today.” I can hear the frustration in his voice.

      “So reject her, Grayson. She’s not good enough for you anyway. Don’t you love me?” I nearly scoff but just barely hold in the noise. Who the hell does this girl think she is?

      “Look, me being mates to Jara doesn’t change anything between us.” His tone softens and I roll my eyes. He really is a scheming fuckwit.

      “You want me to be your whore for the rest of my life while she is alpha female?” She yells and Grayson shushes her with a growl. “No, if you ever loved me at all you will reject her Grayson. I won’t sit by and watch you with her begging for small scraps of your attention.” There’s a thump and I imagine she’s stomping her foot like a toddler.

      “If I reject her, her whole family will be disgraced. I can’t think of another way out of this.” He sighs clearly frustrated.

      “Well, I guess you have made your choice.” I can hear the hurt and finality in her voice and move around the house to leave not understanding what I was thinking lurking in the shadows in the first place.

      I’m on the main road halfway down the block when I hear the door slam and look over my shoulder at Grayson with a raised brow. He smirks and the disgust I feel for the alpha only grows in this moment. What a slimy bastard going to hook up with a pack whore on his mating day. I need to watch that one. I have a feeling he’s more of a schemer than I thought.
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          JARA

        

      

    

    
      It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything is fine.

      I repeat the mantra in my head as I pace in what will soon be my bedroom in the pack house. The dress isn’t perfect, but Isabelle did an amazing job in fixing it in the short time she had before the ceremony. I grind my teeth together thinking about all the trouble some spiteful female went through to try and ruin this for me.

      They tried to break me. They tried to get me to postpone the ceremony but I refuse to back down. I’m not weak. They can’t break me.

      “Jara, you must be calm. Everything is okay. You look gorgeous and the flowers are all in place. The food will be ready in time for the celebration after the ceremony. Breathe.”

      “Are we sure this is how it’s supposed to be? Have the fates just been fucking with me my whole life?” I chew my lip. This has got to be just nerves right? I mean we were fated at birth. The fates don’t get it wrong. Do they?

      “What is this? You aren’t actually thinking the fates got it wrong, Jara. It’s just nerves, darling.” My mother wraps her arms around my shoulders in a comforting embrace which calms my nerves a bit.

      I’m being ridiculous of course we are fated and the fates didn’t make a mistake. My wolf growls her agreement. She doesn’t get it. My human brain is sometimes a weakness to her. Any kind of doubt doesn’t even register to her baser instincts which is how she operates.

      A knock sounds at the door startling me and I turn just as my father peeks into the room. “It’s almost sundown, peanut.” He grins and I shake my head at the silly nickname even though it warms me a little.

      “Hi, Dad. I’m almost ready.” I grin at him as he hugs me tight.

      “You look absolutely stunning, angel.” He kisses my cheek. “I’ve only seen one other person look so beautiful on their mating day.” His eyes twinkle as he looks at my mother. That is what a true mate bond looks like.

      My parents have been together forever. The fates don’t get these things wrong. I breathe a sigh as I remember that just by looking at them and how in love they still are. That’s what I’m going to have with Grayson. I have to believe that.

      I laugh as my dad plants a sloppy kiss on her lips and she swats him away. “You’re going to ruin my lipstick,” she says sternly. I giggle lightly feeling better now with the display. Today is the first day of the rest of my life and nothing will ever be the same.

      “Okay, I’m going to escort your mother to her seat. See you soon, peanut.” He kisses my cheek again his eyes swirling with some emotion I can’t quite process before he sweeps her from the room.

      Leaving me alone with my thoughts probably isn’t the best idea in the world. Questions still swirl in my mind causing my wolf to growl in my head. She doesn’t understand my hesitation. She only knows that Grayson is her mate. Everything in my life is about to change forever and I know that as soon as the ceremony is over I will have one challenge after another. I will take no pride in beating the females in my pack in those challenges.

      It's time, I can feel it in my bones and my wolf yips with excitement as I square my shoulders and reach for the doorknob with a sweaty palm. Blowing out a breath I open the door to a sneering Crystal.

      She looks me up and down scoffing lightly then turns her back on me and walks away. My wolf growls at the insult but I hush her quickly. I don’t care about the blatant insult from the redhead. She means little to me.

      The color of the tight wrap dress she’s wearing isn’t lost on me and I roll my eyes. She’s wearing black as if mourning the loss of something that was never hers to begin with.

      Closing the door behind me, I make my way down the hall marveling at the fact that this will be my home in just a few short hours. It’s a beautiful home with tiled marble floors and pictures of all the past alphas and their families lining the walls, but I’m not really looking at that as I make my way to the double doors that lead to the back garden.

      As I stand in front of the large oak doors, I can hear the quiet chatter of the guests outside waiting for me to make my entrance. I shouldn’t keep them waiting. With a brilliant smile, I open the door stepping outside into the pinks and oranges of the setting sun.

      Pink and purple wildflowers dot the space and the white gazebo is covered with them. Purple tule is swirled around the beams decorating it perfectly. I’ll have to remember to thank my cousins for all their help at the celebration later.

      I can feel the eyes of the guests on me but I don’t look at them. Every chair is filled with pack members and the alphas of all the regional packs. My eyes are glued to Grayson. He looks handsome in his black suit with a purple tie but as my eyes meet his I nearly stumble. He is smiling at me with a smile he has never pointed my way. It’s almost cruel and his eyes are cold. My wolf whimpers in my head confused by the look on his face as much as I am.

      I continue to walk slowly down the aisle frowning at Grayson but continuing to hold my head up high. What could have happened in such a short time for him to look at me like this? Is he angry with me about something? The closer I get the bigger and more sinister his smile becomes and I am unsettled.

      When I make my way to his side, he takes a step back and puts up a hand motioning for me to stop. My whole body freezes as I wait for what can’t possibly be happening. He can’t be rejecting me. He can’t. There’s never been a fated mate rejected before.

      “Jara, I reject our mating.”

      My vision goes hazy and something in my chest feels like it explodes. Pain wracks my body and I think I hear people shouting but it’s far away and garbled. Everything is fuzzy. My wolf howls a low mournful sound that’s heartbreaking in it’s intensity and I nearly drop to my knees. I manage to hold myself up, barely.

      Tears fill my eyes and splash down my cheeks. The utter heartbreak fills me and the need to run overwhelms me. I need to get away. Away from the prying eyes and the gleeful smiles I’m sure the women of the pack have on their faces at my complete and total humiliation.

      He could have done this in any way. He could have told me in private. The fact that he did this in front of the entire pack proves how much he must despise me. I can’t hold myself back anymore and before I even give it conscious thought my feet are moving toward the forest that backs up the pack house. I think my mother yells my name but I can’t stop. Don’t turn back. That isn’t my home anymore, it can’t be.

      I make it one hundred feet into the forest before my wolf howls in my head again thrashing inside dying to get out, to run.

      I drop to my knees with a sob. I don’t even take off the mating dress before the shift takes over shredding it. Good. I don’t want anything to remind me of this day. The day of my destruction.

      The shame takes over my mind. I’d had my doubts about Grayson, but never in a million years would I have rejected our mating, let alone in a way like this. This plan was perfectly executed to show me my place in the pack. That I don’t belong there. That I will never belong anywhere again.

      My wolf tunes out everything around her. She doesn’t even react to the smells of the wildlife. A rabbit scuttles in the bushes nearby and her ears don’t even prick up to investigate. Her paws meet the soft forest floor as she howls again and the sound is so heartbreaking I would cry if I could.

      We run for hours it’s full dark and I have no idea where we are when a low growl fills the quiet forest. My wolf hunches down her hackles raised at the sound of an unfamiliar wolf. We are still on packland even though we have been running for hours. I can still feel the others from the pack off in the distance. Who is this unfamiliar wolf and what is he doing here? My wolf barks out a warning and I get a good look at the huge black wolf with eerie yellow eyes for the first time. The eyes are vaguely familiar but I can’t place where I know him from in his wolf form.

      The wolf steps closer and we snap at him trying to get him to back off but he doesn’t listen and takes another step closer. He doesn’t look like he’s going to kill me but I’m not the greatest judge of character obviously. My wolf whimpers at the reminder of the broken mate bond.

      The pain is a dull ache in my wolf form. It’s a relief that I don’t feel as acutely as a wolf or we would probably be curled up under a bush somewhere waiting for some creature to pick at my rotting carcass.

      That could definitely still happen. I can never go back and any other pack in the region will know my misery and shame. I will have to become a lone wolf. It’s not ideal but it’s better than ending up dead and eaten by other animals in the forest.

      I can hide myself in a human city and make a new life for myself. With a growl I move to my right but the wolf sidesteps in front of me easily with a bark. What the fuck is this guy playing at? I feign to my right again and jump left but he easily blocks me. I growl in frustration. Why the hell is this wolf in my way?

      I turn running the way I came with the strange wolf hot on my heels. He nips at my paws herding me back toward the pack house. Every time I veer off course he moves around me blocking my escape. What the actual fuck is happening here? Why does this strange wolf want me to go back?

      Haven’t I been humiliated and dishonored enough for one day? Or did Grayson send him because he didn’t get the show he was hoping for when he so publicly rejected me?

      The wolf snarls when I put on a burst of speed and shift to my right to try to circle back to the path I’d been on when he found me. He is fast but he’s also big and clunky. I am smaller and wiry and can turn on a dime when needed.

      The strange wolf chases me and I think I’ve lost him when he cuts me off at the pass barreling into me suddenly and taking me off of my paws. The wind wooshes out of me as I hit the hard ground.

      The black wolf pins me to the ground his teeth bared but somehow, I’m not as scared of him as I probably should be. My wolf stares back at him defiantly. I can feel the male’s strength but my wolf refuses to submit.

      The wolf nips at my throat but not hard. He isn’t trying to hurt me just show me that he’s the alpha and he is in control of this situation. My wolf whines but finally submits and the wolf nuzzles me with his nose.

      With a bark of excitement he nudges my side and nods in the direction of the pack house. I don’t want to go back there. I can’t. My wolf wants to follow him but she doesn’t want to go back to the shame that Grayson piled on her and me for that matter.

      The wolf senses my hesitation and nudges me again. He looks angry but for some reason I sense he’s not angry at me. How I can sense that, I have no idea. He’s a strange wolf that I have never met before so why do I feel like I know him?

      Begrudgingly, I move to stand. The thought of going back makes my insides shrivel up. Will the entire pack and all the alphas be there to see me come back with my tail between my legs? Why does this wolf insist on me coming back to the place of my destruction. I have resigned myself to the humiliation that is in store and move toward the pack house. Dread fills my gut as the wolf follows closely at my heels.
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      Sitting in the back row as I wait for the ceremony to start, I have to consciously keep myself from fidgeting. Grayson stands at the front near the gazebo whispering to his beta whose eyes widen briefly before he nods solemnly. I knew something wasn’t right here. I straighten my back as I wonder what the hell is going on here. Is he going to reject his mate? Destroying her life in the process?

      Everyone settles in as the door opens and I look back at Jara. She is the most stunning woman I have ever seen. That seamstress of hers is absolutely amazing to be able to fix the claw marks in her dress in such a short time. The beads on the bodice glimmer in the fading sun but they pale in comparison to the beaming smile on her face as she starts down the aisle.

      I chance a look at Grayson and my heart stops beating for a second. The look on his face is unfriendly and I have to stop myself from picking Jara up and running with her all the way back to my pack lands.

      “Take it easy,” Angela whispers so quiet no one else can possibly hear. “It looks suspicious yes, but we need to let it play out.”

      She’s right. I know she is, but it doesn’t make it any easier. My shoulders straighten as she makes her way closer to him. She’s hesitant now, frowning. I hate to see that. She shouldn’t be unsure at her mating but even with the way I’m feeling inside my outward appearance gives nothing away.

      Every step she takes toward Grayson feels like an eternity until she moves up beside him and he takes a step away from her holding his hand up as if to ward her off. My hands clench into fists in my lap as the words spill from his lips with so much venom my wolf growls in my head.

      “Jara, I reject our mating.”

      I nearly jump to my feet on the spot. My emotions warring inside me. On the one hand she is free and I can trade Grayson whatever he wants for her but on the other hand. I can see the pain in her eyes, the complete devastation in her features as the older woman I saw her with days ago stands and begins shouting obscenities at Grayson as several women in the audience shriek with joy laughing hysterically at the disgraced female.

      Suddenly Jara takes off and I nearly run after her. I have no idea what I would say to her if I did I mean we have never even spoken. Grayson doesn’t spare her a glance as he addresses the crowd but my eyes follow her into the dense forest. “This ceremony is over. Thank you to Jara’s family for preparing such a wonderful venue for me to renounce my mate. Now we celebrate to rejecting the fate we are saddled with.” He throws his hands up as if this is time to celebrate and I wonder about the man in the pub last night speaking nobly about not disgracing her and living the rest of his days knowing he was in love with someone else. I knew then he was full of shit. He doesn’t love anyone but himself.

      An idea starts to fester in my brain. From the moment I got here all I have wanted is her. Maybe there is a way to salvage her dignity and bring honor to her family. I’m moving before I even know what’s happening but a blur cuts in front of me racing toward Grayson. Shit. That must be Jara’s mother and if I don’t stop her she will get killed by her alpha and he will have every right to do so.

      “You fucking bastard.” She screams and I just barely make it in time to hold her back. An older man with salt and pepper hair and kind eyes that are staring me down hard walks over with his hands balled into fists. He must be her mate. Jara’s father. I stare back at him with a warning and after long seconds bows his head in submission. Good. I don’t mean any harm to him or his mate. Quite the opposite.

      “I may have a solution,” I whisper so only they can hear me. “I will talk to Grayson, I just need you to calm down.” The woman scoffs and then cackles hysterically.

      “You’re the most brutal and ruthless alpha in the region and you’re asking me to calm down when that scoundrel made a laughing stock and a disgrace out of my only child.”

      Predictably she bursts into tears and I quickly pass her off to her mate. He nods his acceptance leading her away from the alpha. The exact opposite direction I’m moving in. Grayson stands in the exact same spot he was meant to mate with Jara with one arm around the red head and the other around the brunette I fucked brutally last night at the party. The start of his sick fucking harem.

      “We need to talk,” I growl looking pointedly at the pack whores who will never be anything more than Grayson’s playthings no matter how much they wish to be more.

      Grayson smirks and snaps his fingers pointing them to the food that Jara’s family prepared to save her mating celebration. It’s disgusting that he is using it this way but it’s not my place to say.

      “I want her. I want to take her to my pack lands to be my mate. What do you want in return?” I ask and for a brief second I almost see something akin to relief in his eyes. Maybe the alpha isn’t complete scum. He may not have wanted to be mated to her but he doesn’t like the fact that he dishonored her either.

      He nods for me to follow him into the pack house and I trudge along after him. No other alpha in the region would dare to take someone who’d been rejected as their mate, but I’m not the same as them. Honor means everything and I refuse to let that strong female suffer dishonor or become a lone wolf at the hand of a spoiled child who isn’t getting his way. She should have challenged him where he stood to prove which wolf is the strongest. She would win I have no doubt about it.

      “I just have one question,” I say as he closes the door behind us.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Why the territorial bullshit if you were going to reject her? Why not make an agreement and cancel the ceremony and save her the humiliation you just dished out.”

      “That’s not your place Archer. I did what I had to do to prove my loyalty to my pack. She doesn’t belong here. She isn’t worthy of being an alpha female.”

      “That’s bullshit and you know it. She is stronger than you and you know it. Mot of the shifters here love her and you just humiliated her.” I growl out. I hate that he thinks this was necessary.

      “I think it’s better if she runs away never to be seen by the packs again.” Grayson says thoughtfully and my hands clench so hard into fists that I know my knuckles are turning white without even looking. The pain in my palms from the indentations of my finger nails brings some sense of calm.

      “No, you would dishonor her entire family and leave her to be a lone wolf just so you can fuck any pack whore you want? You Grayson have no honor if you don’t agree to my proposal.” I argue staring into his eyes. He tries really hard to hold my stare but he can’t and after long minutes looks away. Huh, he’s stronger than I thought.

      “You overstep your place, alpha.” He growls taking a threatening step forward.

      “There’s a way to bring the honor of being the family of an alpha female back to them and to get her out of your pack, Grayson. I want her as my mate.”

      He laughs hysterically even going as far as to bend at the waist in his hysteria. “You want a rejected female? I knew you were desperate for a mate, but I never guessed you would take my castoffs.”

      “You and I both know she is stronger than you’ll ever be. To label her your castoff is to name one of your weak whores as the alpha female. Give her to me and it will solve all your problems.”

      “I can’t just give her to you, Archer. She has to agree to it.” He looks at me warily. Does he just want her to be alone and miserable her entire life? I don’t really understand this wolf.

      “I’ll convince her it’s for the best.”

      “If you can even find her. She took off into the woods, she’s fast. She’s probably long gone by now.” He shrugs. He doesn’t realize that my wolf can track her scent anywhere. The vanilla is my drug and I would know it if it was her.

      “If I find her we give her a choice. She can come be my mate or live out her days as a lone wolf and cause dishonor to her family.” I shrug like the deal means nothing more to me than wanting a pretty toy. The outward persona is everything. Grayson looks wary and I wonder if he’s remembering how I savagely fucked the girl he had on his arm not long ago.

      “Fine. She has a choice to make. Only one way to bring honor to her family. If she chooses to go with you then it’s fine but if not she has to leave the packs and never come back.”

      “You realize what a selfish asshole you are, right?” I ask with a hint of amusement to throw him off.

      “I just want my own life. I don’t want fate deciding the one woman I’m supposed to be with for eternity. She won’t want to stay here anyway. Plus, I’m positive you will never find her.” Shaking my head, I turn my back on the alpha showing him exactly what I think of him and his scoffing at the perfect mate the fates blessed him with. Grayson growls a warning and I smirk looking back over my shoulder at the arrogant fuckwit.

      “I’ll find her and convince her to be mine and then with the most powerful alpha female I have ever seen at my side you will regret the decision you made today.” I smirk and leave his office to the sound of him cursing behind me.

      That’s right, Grayson. I have your number and soon I will have your rejected mate and then nothing will stand in my way.

      I saunter out onto the lawn with a smirk and Angela looks at me with a furrowed brow as she rushes to keep up. “Go back to pack lands and prepare my rooms. I’ll be bringing my future mate home tonight.”

      “A little presumptuous, don’t you think?” She eyes me warily before looking in the direction Jara ran off to earlier.

      “I only got whiffs of her scent a couple times but I would know it anywhere. I’ll bring her back here and as soon as I convince her to be mine, I will make sure to bring her straight home. I have no plans to let her change her mind. She will be mine or she will suffer a fate worse than death for a wolf.”

      “No. That bastard would exile her? Force her to be a lone wolf and live with the humans?” She gasps.

      “That’s the deal. She chooses me or exile from pack life for the rest of her life. He doesn’t want a reminder of her and the way he so brutally humiliated her. I think he’s scared of something but I don’t know what.” I scrub a hand over my face sighing out a breath.

      “It’s not important right now. Whatever Grayson has planned we will face it head on. All that matters is you find her and bring her home. I will do as you asked, alpha and make sure your rooms are ready for your arrival. Will she need clothes?” She raises a skeptical brow and I nod.

      “Once she agrees, I don’t plan on staying long. We will also need preparations started for a private mating ceremony to be held within two days time. We don’t have long before the summit and I need to make sure she is my mate before we go. There’s no telling what Grayson might do at the summit if not.” I will kill him if he tries anything. He’s no match for me but still. I don’t want to go to war.

      Angela runs in the opposite direction of the woods toward the town and the Inn that we are staying presumably to gather our things before she heads back. I turn back toward the dense forest and jog into the trees. My night vision activates in the darkness and I continue to move until cream fabric catches my eye one hundred feet into the canopy of trees. Her scent permeates the air.

      I make my way to the torn fabric and know instantly that she wasn’t attacked the seams ripped as if the garment was torn from her body. She shifted. Her paw prints in the dirt a few feet away heading east prove that.

      Stripping out of my clothes, I let the shift overtake me and fall on the hardpacked dirt on four black paws. The scent of vanilla leads me into the forest and hot on her trail.

      My wolf whines as he follows her trail. He wants to find her as much as I do. He already sees her as his which will be a problem if she would rather go rogue than be my mate. Would she rather be a lone wolf than be with me?

      Insecurities that I have never felt before rear their ugly heads. She wouldn’t pick being a lone wolf over me, would she? My reputation is brutal and ruthless and I lead with an iron fist but surely that would be better than being alone in her shame.

      Her soft almost silent footfalls sound in front of me and I bank left to head her off at the pass.

      Jara’s wolf takes up a defensive position as I make myself known. Good. She has some defensive skills at least. She looks in my eyes barking out a warning and if I could grin in wolf form I would. She doesn’t recognize me and I don’t see why she would. I have never met her in wolf form like this. Her wolf is a russet brown so beautiful she makes my heart skip a beat. Even my wolf is in agreement that she’s mine.

      He’s a little irritated that she won’t back down but he also sees her as a challenge. He will make her submit to him just as easily as I do her human body. I have no doubt this beautiful creature will be mine as I attempt to herd her back to the pack house where Grayson will give her a choice. She can either be mine or be exiled from society forever.

      It takes longer than I like to herd her back to the pack house considering she is continuously trying to get past me and go the direction I’m blocking. I see it in her eyes when she finally gives up and resigns herself to going back to the pack house. It’s okay little mate. If I have it my way this will be the last time you see the inside of the pack house. I will make sure that idiot Grayson never hurts you again.

      Will she choose me? Or will she choose the life of a lone wolf? I pray that the answer is obvious but it really isn’t. Only time will tell.

      Grayson stands on the back steps of the packhouse with a gleeful smile on his face. I don’t know why the man is so proud of his actions or the outcome. I growl low in my throat but my future alpha female doesn’t seem to notice as she holds her head high and walks toward her former alpha.

      “Go get dressed, Jara and meet us in my office,” Grayson dismisses her the second he sees her but I can still see the humor and giddiness in his eyes. What does he think is going to happen to her in my pack?

      The rumors about my previous intended mates flit across my memory causing me to flinch. Does he really want her dead? I wonder how far he would go to make that happen as I shift near my clothes and pull them on.

      “You sure about this, Archer? I can still exile her. I mean strength isn’t everything.” Is he blind? Jara is the most beautiful creature I have seen close up.

      “Yes, I am sure. My wolf won’t take anyone but her. To him she is ours. She’s beautiful and strong and you are a weak scared fool for rejecting her.”

      Is that why he said he would rather she be exiled so no one and nothing can protect her from the life of a rogue? What is this asshole planning and how can I stop it?
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          JARA

        

      

    

    
      Grayson is waiting for us outside the back door of the pack house. His hands in the pockets of his tuxedo pants looking casual. I don’t know how I ever thought he was gorgeous. I don’t know how I never saw how cruel he could be. My wolf growls and whimpers as the black wolf nudges me forward and something about his presence calms her slightly.

      “Go get dressed, Jara and meet us in my office,” Grayson says turning his back on me and walking into the brick building. The outward show of disrespect should bother me but it doesn’t. I already know this man has little regard for me and my feelings with the public humiliation.

      I can’t help but wonder what fresh new horrors he has in store for me as I pad to the room that I was getting ready in just a few short hours ago. How did my entire life get turned upside down in a matter of minutes? And why did Grayson have that strange wolf bring me back here. I’m rejected, disgraced. Did he do it just so he can torment me some more? Should I run now before everything gets worse?

      I vaguely recall my mother screaming before I ran into the woods. He didn’t do something to her, did he? Did he bring me back just so I can see him punish my family for no good reason except sticking up for me?

      Breathing out a shuddering breath, I shift into my human skin and hastily put on my jeans and T-shirt I wore to the pack house earlier and tie my shoes. I’m glad I wore my tennis shoes here because it will be a lot easier to run if Grayson has something even more sinister planned.

      Squaring my shoulders, I decide to hold my head high no matter what he has planned. He attempted to break me with his humiliation, but if anything, my resolve is stronger. I will do what needs to be done. Even if that means becoming a lone wolf. Grayson will not break me.

      The halls are eerily quiet and I wonder where the pack is. Are they out enjoying the feast my family helped prepare? Wouldn’t put it past them to revel in my pain. The closer I get to the office the more raised voices I hear. My mother is the loudest and I can’t help but wonder what she is doing here.

      “Mom,” I ask as I push the door open. “What are you doing here?”

      I would be lying if I said I am not nervous for her. She is openly challenging the alpha and that terrifies me. Grayson clears his throat and I finally look around the entire room. My dad is standing next to my mother looking worried as he looks back and forth between me and someone on the other side of the room. Curious, I turn and notice Alpha Archer standing there as imposing as ever. His face is carefully blank and I wonder not for the first time what is going on here.

      “What is this, Grayson?” I turn to the alpha with a raised brow and it’s not lost on anyone in the room that I didn’t use his title while addressing him. Too fucking bad. He left me to be exiled and rejected me in front of the entire pack. He is not my alpha anymore.

      “You dare disrespect me?” Grayson growls.

      “Like you disrespected me, your fated mate in front of the entire pack not hours ago? I’m already dishonored by you, Grayson. There isn’t much worse you can do to me now.” I shrug.

      “I can have you executed for such insolence.” A growl fills the room and I turn my head sharply at Alpha Archer.

      “It was you that brought me back.” I raise a brow at him as I get a whiff of his scent.

      “Yes, I have a proposition for you. A way to bring honor back to your family.” His voice is quiet but firm.

      “Why?” I ask completely taken aback. Why would this ruthless alpha care about my family and myself being dishonored? It doesn’t make any sense. Archer shrugs.

      “If you agree to come with me and be my mate then your family will still have the honor of being related to the alpha female of my pack and you will not be exiled.”

      My mother gasps shaking her head but I’m in shock. What would an alpha want with a reject like me? Is it really as everyone says that his previous mate killed herself rather than be mated to this man?

      “Jara, no. We will be fine.” My mother says shaking her head with tears in her eyes. My dad wraps her in his arms but I can see the sadness there too.

      “At least this way she won’t be a lone wolf, love. We will be able to see her.” He whispers but everyone in the room can here.

      “Jara,” Archer says softly almost imploringly. “You are too strong to go rogue. This is the only option where everyone is happy.”

      I think on his words. I don’t want to go rogue but do I want to be the alpha female for the Everette pack? It would be way too close to Grayson for comfort but what is my alternative? My family will all be stripped of their status and be dishonored.

      I can live with being mated to a brutal savage alpha if it means that my family is safe. “What do you think of this, Grayson?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “I would rather you be exiled from pack life all together.”

      My mother growls and starts to lunge for him but my father holds her back saying soothing words in her ear. I know this is destroying her but I wish she would stop challenging him over it.

      “What would your parents say to you, Grayson. You rejected a precious gift the fates have honored you with. You disgust me.”

      “Mom, stop.” I hold up a hand begging her with my eyes to let it go. I have no idea how I’m so calm in all of this I just keep thinking about this one opportunity to restore honor to our family. What if Archer is as bad as they say? What if taking my own life is better than staying with him. Somehow, just looking at his blank almost bored expression, I can’t see how that would be the case.

      “I will not stop, Jara this is a disgrace. If I had a way to get in touch with his parents, I would. How dare you dishonor us this way and then the only other option is a brutal savage alpha to save us.”

      “I’ll do it, but you will not retaliate against my parents for what happened here today, Grayson. They acted out of grief for their only child who you yourself humiliated in front of the entire pack and the neighboring alphas.” I raise an eyebrow at him and he smirks.

      “You have my word, Jara.”

      “Your word means absolute shit to me. I want it in writing.” He had no problem making me believe that he cared about me or that this bond meant anything to him. He lied and then broke his promises in front of everyone. I will not let that stand when it comes to my mother’s safety.

      “No, Jara, don’t.” My mother breaks away from my father and wraps me in her arms quietly sobbing into my shoulder.

      “It’s okay mother, nothing could be worse than staying here and being mated to him. At this point I would take anything over that.”

      “So what is your answer, Jara?” The way Archer says my name makes me shiver. I look up into his dark eyes wondering what this alpha could possibly want with me.

      “Here,” Grayson shoves a hastily written piece of paper into my hand with his signature and his alpha seal at the bottom. His promise not to retaliate against my family. I nod.

      “I’ll go be your mate, Alpha Archer.” I barely get the words out before he is on me. Whipping me over his shoulder and barreling from the room. “What are you doing?” I shout but the words are lost to the sound of my mother once again screaming my name.

      Archer grunts but otherwise doesn’t say a word as he ambles into the forest. I have no idea what his deal is and why he seems to think it’s okay to just throw me over his shoulder like this. “Where are you taking me?” I yell kicking out at him. Squirming as best I can to get this caveman to put me down.

      “Jara, stop.” I feel the slightest bit of his alpha command wash over me and I growl. “If you’re not careful, I’m going to drop you.”

      “I didn’t even get my things or say goodbye to my family.” I continue to struggle and his arm tightens around my thighs.

      “You will get new things in our pack. You will have everything you require.” He murmurs but doesn’t slow his pace. I guess that’s it. I’m going to a new pack literally hours after being rejected by my fated mate.

      “Archer, what about my family?” I ask and feel pretty undignified talking to his ass right now. He grunts something unintelligible as he continues his swift pace.

      I knew the Everette pack was close but I never realized how close we are to the brutal pack leader since we don’t do much interacting with them.

      We break through the tree line and I still can’t see much except the ground and Archer’s exceptional ass. He does have a nice ass. I shake my head to clear it of the lewd thoughts. How can I be thinking about that with my entire world crumbling and turning upside down?

      Archer barks orders at a few pack members and all I can see is their feet as they scurry away from him. A door slams as he moves into a house causing me to flinch but I still can’t make anything out as he stomps up a set of stairs and into a bedroom closing the door behind him and tossing me on a bed that feels like a cloud.

      “Where are we?” I ask as I look around at the richly decorated bedroom. Forest green and cream couches dot the space next to a roaring fire and the entire room looks like it is a log cabin with exposed beams at the ceiling and light wood walls. The mahogany four poster bed with hunter green silk sheets takes up most of the space. It’s elegant and rustic at the same time and obvious this is a man’s bedroom.

      “You’re in my rooms. You will stay here until after the mating at sunset tomorrow.” He grunts and turns to leave.

      “Wait, tomorrow?” I splutter. “Are you sure there’s enough time?” I wring my hands together. Shit. I didn’t think that it would happen this fast. “Shouldn’t we wait until I can get acclimated with the pack? Give me a few more days, Archer. My whole world was just turned upside down.”

      I know begging is beneath me and I can tell by the look on his face that it’s a lost cause. He has his mind made up and there’s nothing I can say to make him change it. “No. we will be mated tomorrow at sundown no excuses.”

      He walks swiftly out the door and I hear the click of the lock behind him as he goes. He locked me in his bedroom. Why? Does he think I’m going to run? Where would I even go. I have nowhere and no one. The only reason I’m not disgraced right now is because he offered me this role. I would never risk my family by attempting to flee from him.

      He can’t really be as bad as the rumors say if he saved my family from the life Grayson wanted for us all, can he?

      It’s not looking good as I pace the large room. I try the handle experimentally but it’s locked just as I thought. Anger bubbles up in me as I flop back down on the bed in a huff. He wouldn’t even let me say goodbye to my parents, to reassure my mother that everything would be okay.

      A scream of rage, frustration and heartbreak bubbles up inside of me and I let it all go as I flop down on the bed. I haven’t given myself the time to process everything.

      Even the run in the woods was spent thinking of my next move but now in the quiet of this room that smells like sandalwood, musk and him, I give in even just briefly.

      I give in to the urge to mourn my old life because in just a few minutes, I’m going to have to put the alpha brave face back on and meet this new challenge head on.

      I have no idea what being his mate will entail but I just hope I can make it through this without losing my mind or my life.
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      I have no idea what got into me. I can’t help myself when it comes to the strong beautiful female. I know I should have waited and let her say goodbye, but her mother was trying to change her decision only minutes ago.

      As soon as she agrees my wolf begins thrashing in my head growling and demanding that we take her home. My entire body goes rigid just before I lunge grabbing her. Her mother shrieks but I barely register the sound as I throw Jara over my shoulder and storm out of the room.

      I let her kick and scream only telling her to stop when she begins fighting me. But, I never stop. My wolf won’t let me stop until she is safe in my home. In my pack.

      As we break through the tree line my wolf snarls at my pack members watching me curiously with Jara’s pert ass flung over my shoulder and my arm tightens around her thighs as she continues to scream and attempt to wiggle away.

      “Back to your homes, now.” I bark and they scramble to do as I command. They fear me and what will happen to them if they do not obey my commands. My wolf can’t stand the thought of other males looking at her until I make her mine.

      I need to lock her away or my wolf may try to claim her immediately. I can’t give her much time to acclimate to the pack because the treaty negotiations are only a few days away, but I can give her the night to process what is happening.

      My feet pound up the stairs to my bedroom. It’s the only place where I can keep her safe until the mating ceremony. “Where are we?” Her voice comes out strong even if it sounds a bit wobbly. I watch her eyes as she surveys my room and I’m not sure why I hold my breath waiting for her reaction.

      Should it matter so much? I will let her change anything she wants. I wasn’t lying when I told her that I would get everything that she requires. “You’re in my rooms. You will stay here until after the mating at sunset tomorrow.”

      Her expression turns to horror. “Wait, tomorrow? Are you sure there’s enough time?” She wrings her hands together. I don’t really understand the problem and furrow my brows. “Shouldn’t we wait until I can get acclimated with the pack? Give me a few more days, Archer. My whole world was just turned upside down.”

      I stare blankly at her. I feel terrible but my wolf will not relent. The mask is firmly in place as I respond, “No. we will be mated tomorrow at sundown. No excuses.”

      I don’t wait for a response because no matter what, I know I won’t like what she has to say to that and it’s already done. There is no amount of begging that will change my mind once it’s made up. She will need to learn that about me. This isn’t a debate. I am alpha. My rule is law.

      I wince as a guttural scream fills the house and hang my head letting that one sound tear through me for just a moment. My shoulders slump in defeat wondering if what I did here was nothing but selfish. Should I have let her run and be exiled? No. She doesn’t deserve that. As soon as she processes what happened today she will know that I only have her and the pack’s best interests at heart and I will protect her no matter the cost.

      “What the hell was that?” Angela asks as I step outside into the brisk night air.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I shrug and shoulder passed her.

      “You scared the life out of half the pack when you came storming into the pack lands with a woman thrown over your shoulder.” She lifts a skeptical brow in question.

      “Good. If I scared them then that means they will stay away from her until we are mated and I bring her before them as their alpha female.” I keep walking needing to get to the forest for a run and refusing to be yelled at by my beta for something my wolf wouldn’t have let me stop even if I wanted to.

      “Alpha, what is going on? Did she agree to be alpha female? Why did you carry her home over your shoulder?” She shakes her head but I have little patience for her questioning me.

      “She agreed but her mother was trying to convince her to change her mind because of the rumors about what happened to Elise.” I shake my head at the very idea. That girl had been seriously troubled and I’d hoped I could bring her out of her misery. Things didn’t happen the way I had hoped. “I panicked and threw her over my shoulder and ran here. She will be safe on pack lands. My wolf will allow nothing less.”

      “Are you sure it’s the animal and not the man?” She rolls her brown eyes. She’s lucky no other pack members are near. She knows better than to challenge my decisions.

      “It may be both, but my wolf will expect no other outcome. She will be mine and no male from this pack nor any other alpha will see her before I claim her. She agreed to be mine and I will make her mine tomorrow night. Make sure she has everything she needs. I’m going for a run.”

      “You locked her in your rooms then?” She looks disgusted with me but I nod with a shrug. I will keep her safe as I see fit and no one will tell me otherwise. I won’t be able to keep her safe forever. The man knows this because she is too strong. The wolf refuses to listen. He will be restless until she is ours. “You realize locking her up is a bad idea, right?”

      “Probably but for now it’s the only thing my wolf will allow. So, you help her and stop questioning my decisions and do what I say.” I growl, my wolf close to the surface.

      Angela throws her hands up in the air probably in exasperation as she storms away. Huffing out a breath I walk into the woods to shift. I need to run. Her scent is still lingering on me and I don’t trust my wolf not to claim her before she has a chance to process everything happening.

      Stripping down I hang my clothes from a nearby tree and let the shift wash over me. Bones shift and move cracking and reforming quickly until I am on all fours in my giant black wolf form.

      The scents of my forest and pack overwhelm my senses but still peace fills me. I didn’t realize how stressed I was feeling while in Grayson’s pack lands. Being home and having my future mate close makes everything better.

      Ignoring the scents of prey animals and the sounds of them scurrying in the underbrush, I make my way to the cliffs. I haven’t been out here in a long time, not since Elise. I take a deep breath of the fresh salty air as I look out over the ocean.

      It was Elise’s favorite place once she was brought to our pack. I can’t think about what happened though. I know she wasn’t strong enough to be my alpha mate. I knew from the beginning but I didn’t care. Her death is my fault. I never should have chosen a weak mate just because she was beautiful and smart.

      A mournful howl bubbles up out of me and echoes out over the sea. I won’t make that mistake again. Jara is the strongest female I have ever met. She will be mine. I won’t let her be anything less than the perfect alpha female.

      A twig snaps behind me and I growl as I spin around my hackles raised. Rochelle steps out of the forest hands up as if in surrender. I wonder how the weak female was able to sneak up on me so easily. Was I really so deep in thought that I didn’t hear what was going on around me?

      “I’m surprised you aren’t with your new mate.” She says the word mate with distain. I know the woman is jealous but can’t bring myself to care.

      I wander over to my stash spot wondering if the sweatpants I left there the last time I was here are still there and huff out a relieved breath when I find them. I shift quickly and dress. We can only communicate when both of us are in wolf form and only because I am the alpha of the pack.

      “What do you want, Rochelle?” I growl out angrily. She should know better than to disturb my peace.

      “Why aren’t you with your new mate?” She repeats her earlier question.

      Shaking my head, I turn my back on her to look at the night sky. It is a sign of disrespect but the woman doesn’t protest or make a sound. She knows better.

      “I don’t answer to you, Rochelle or did you forget who the alpha is?” I bite out not even turning to look at her.

      “No, alpha. You’re right. I just don’t understand why you have to go to other packs to find a mate when I’m here.” I can hear the pouting in her tone. My shoulders tense and my body turns ridged as a snarl escapes.

      “You are not strong enough to lead a pack. You will never be strong enough. Go home, Rochelle. I will not have you challenging my decisions again.” I flick my gaze to hers and look away dismissively.

      A strangled sound fills the night air before I hear her stomp through the trees away from me, finally. One bad thing about being alpha of such a large pack is the lack of peaceful moments. Everyone always wants something for me or has a problem that only I can assist with.

      I walk over to the cliff’s edge and sit for a minute thinking about Jara alone in my bed and the scream of frustration I heard as I was leaving the pack house. Is she angry at the situation? She didn’t appear to want Grayson anymore since the rejection but she didn’t exactly seem to be happy with the idea of being my mate either.

      Would anyone be happy with this situation? Surely not but I just wonder what this could have been like had she not been fated to Grayson. There had been something between us even if it was just a mutual attraction. Something doesn’t quite add up for me with this entire situation. Fated mates are rare in our world and Grayson shouldn’t have been able to give her up like that.

      I’m not complaining. I got what I wanted. But, the whole situation just doesn’t make any sense and things I can’t explain are dangerous. Like how a woman who seemed to be acclimating for the pack one day and the next jumps off a cliff to her death to escape me and my brutal closed off nature. Elise’s suicide is one thing that has never seemed quite right. The note left behind explaining that she would rather be dead than mates to me had me angry and hurt though I couldn’t show it. I can never show my emotions.

      Emotions are weakness. Are you weak or are you an alpha?

      I shake my head to clear it of my father’s voice screaming at me as I was just a child who skinned his knee. I’d been crying because it hurt but no one helped me bandage it or hugged me to stop me from crying. My mother already knew by then not to intervene or show emotional support of any kind to me. It only ended badly for her until she became a shell of the woman she used to be.

      Deciding that letting my emotions and memories war inside of me while I sit and watch the sea blankly is not the best use of my time, I get up and move to my stash spot and prepare to shift.

      The shift washes through me easily and I barely even notice the small stab of pain when my bones crack and reform. In seconds I’m standing on paws and heading into the forest. An unfamiliar scent hits my over sensitive nose and my ears flatten as a small growl escapes.

      Human.

      A human has been nearby but from the scent they must already be gone because their scent is already fading. It’s not exactly cause for concern. Humans get lost in my territory from time to time so I continue my pace until I’m breaking through the trees on the hill that overlooks my pack village.

      Closer to home I no longer smell the human and breathe a sigh of relief that they didn’t wander to close. If one of the pups had shifted we could have trouble on our hands from the human authorities. It’s the last thing any of the packs want.

      Walking slowly to my clothes I shift back to my human form and put them on before making my way through the village. All is quiet the sounds of the forest surrounding our little village are muted.

      I do a quick perimeter check and then head back to the pack house to get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a busy day and though I can’t sleep in my bed with my future mate there are many rooms in the pack house for me to use. It’s a dangerous game I am playing with my wolf so restless.

      I stalk silently up the stairs and passed the master bedroom but all is quiet on the other side of the door. Before I can change my mind I continue down the hall to one of the spare rooms.

      Closing the door and locking it quickly behind me I breathe out of my mouth so I don’t inhale more of her scent and make my wolf even crazier.

      It’s strange how she has only been on the stairs and the bedroom but her scent is everywhere. It clings to me no matter where I go and it’s maddening.

      I pace the room restlessly. Tomorrow is the first day of my life with Jara. Hopefully she doesn’t attempt to run rather than be with me. I don’t think I will be able to take it if she tries that. It may end up breaking me completely.
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JARA

        

      

    

    
      Stretching out my arms, I blink awake and it takes a second to remember where I am as I sit up and look around the huge room. It’s cozy and warm when I would think that it would be drafty.

      There’s a knock at the door and the sound makes me jump startling me. “Who is it?” I ask and look down at myself in tiny sleep shorts and a silky tank top. They had been the only thing in the room when I’d taken a shower last night. They had seemed to appear out of nowhere when I got out. I wonder if they were dropped off by a female pack member.

      “My name is Angela. I have breakfast.” She shouts through the door but I’m not sure what she wants me to do since the door is locked.

      “I can’t open the door. He locked it when he left, from the outside.”

      “Shit, that insufferable ass.” Her muffled curses can be heard from the hallway just before the jingling of keys.

      The door swings open and I take a step back, not sure who this woman is or what she is doing here. Subtly, I look around the room to see if I can find a weapon in case she is dangerous or means me harm. “Whoa, I’m not going to hurt you, Jara. I’m here to help.”

      “How do I know that? I’m in a new pack where I know no one. Trust isn’t something freely given.” I square my shoulders as I face her deciding that she isn’t going to get the drop on me. I am stronger than her.

      “I’m Archer’s beta,” She says moving carefully to the small table in the corner of the room and sets down the tray and some kind of garment bag.

      Archer’s beta is a female? I have never heard of an alpha who chose a woman to be his beta. It’s unheard of. Alpha’s think women are weak and need to be controlled and I would think that Archer would be the most misogynistic of them all. “How?”

      “He trusts me more than anyone. We grew up together and have had each other’s backs our entire lives. We have saved each other’s skin more than once.” She shrugs like being his beta isn’t a huge deal.

      “But you’re a female?” It comes out like a question.

      “Archer only cares about strength, honor and trust. Gender doesn’t mean anything to him when it comes to those things.” She’s looking at me like I’m an idiot and it pisses me off for a second.

      “Excuse me if I have always lived in a pack where being male meant more than how strong you are. I have never met a female beta to a male alpha. We don’t get the same rights as male shifters.” I raise an eyebrow at her and she just smiles.

      “I wasn’t sure if I was going to like you or not, but you have back bone.” She grins and it’s contagious. I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face in response. Maybe being mated to Archer won’t be as bad as I thought.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t strong.” I cross my arms over my chest. We both know it’s true. After the rumors I have heard about Archer I know that no weak female could be his equal in any way.

      “You are right about that. Archer values strength above all else. I brought you breakfast. Sorry I can’t take you out of here but alpha’s rules.” She rolls her eyes as if she doesn’t agree with his decision and I like her just a little more for it.

      She motions for me to sit and I shrug not really having much choice. “So why did you agree to this? I have never seen Archer behave the way he did at your mating ceremony. I thought he’d lost his mind.”

      “I didn’t have much choice. It was either this or go rogue. My family would have suffered.” I pick a piece of bacon off the plate in front of me taking a bite and nearly groaning at the taste. I didn’t realize how hungry I am until now.

      “And at least this way you’re still alpha female.” She studies me close and at my raised brow she shakes her head. “You don’t really care about the title do you?”

      “Not particularly, no. It was never like that with Grayson. I thought we were fated.”

      “You have got to be the only female I have met that doesn’t want an alpha mate just for the power.”

      “You don’t.” I smirk at her reading her clearly.

      “The alpha? Gross. We grew up together. That man is like a highly irritating older brother.” She grins.

      “So my point stands. I’m not the only one you know who doesn’t care.” I laugh when she nods in acknowledgement.

      “Well as fun as this has been I have an annoying alpha buzzing in my brain that I can’t seem to shake.” She says moving to stand.

      “Thank you, Angela. I feel a bit better now.” I smile in gratitude.

      “Just do me a favor. Don’t go easy on him. He’s going to fuck up and make idiotic choices and though his heart is always in the right place the path to hell is paved with good intentions and he’s gonna need his mate to tell him when he’s being an idiot. In private of course.” She grins and slips out the door. The lock clicks into place once the door is firmly shut but it doesn’t bother me as much as it did before.

      Angela’s words spin through my head on repeat. She’s never seen Archer act the way he did at my mating ceremony before. What does that mean? He really wanted me that badly or he just needed a mate and I was the strongest female in the pack? If his actions last night are anything to go by any strong female would have been fine.

      Everything about Archer is a mess of confusion in my head. Why lock me in? Is he protecting me from his pack until the mating or making sure I can’t run? If it’s the latter that’s just plain stupid. I made this choice. Why would I flee from it now?

      With nothing else to do, I walk slowly over to the garment bag Angela left behind and slowly pull down the zip. It’s a gorgeous cerulean blue but the fabric is sheer and nothing will be left to the imagination. There has to be some mistake. Surely Archer doesn’t want me to be presented to his pack this way? Unless all I am to him is something pretty on his arm? But no. That’s not the impression I get from the alpha at all. Yes he likes the way I look. From the heated glances I caught him sending my way in my old pack he likes what he sees but he values my strength even more.

      “What on earth is he doing with this gown?” I wonder out loud. Is this some kind of power play to show me where I belong in the pack?

      Maybe I’m overthinking all this but after he negotiated for me and then left me locked in his bedroom I’m spiraling out of control wondering what he really wants from me now that he has me here.

      “It really is a beautiful dress,” Angela startles me. I didn’t here her come back in I’m so focused on my own thoughts wondering what the future holds.

      “It is but where is the rest of it?” I ask with a smirk.

      “The ceremony is private. Archer would die to protect his pack but he doesn’t trust them not to challenge him for you. I think that’s why you have been kept here away from them. He wants to claim you before introducing you to them.”

      “How sad it must be to be an alpha that can’t trust the people he’s sworn to protect. That sounds lonely to me.” Every time Angela comes in here I get a little more incite into the alpha who’s to be my mate in just a few short hours.

      “It is but now that you’re here, I think you can help him with that.” She looks so hopeful and it’s the first time I can actually see how deeply she cares for Archer. Not as her alpha but as a brother like she said before.

      “I don’t know about all of that. Like I said before, trust isn’t freely given especially from a man like Archer. I can try though. I may eventually earn his trust.” I shrug looking away. This conversation is weighing heavily on me.

      “Archer is hard to love. He’s fiercely loyal and protective but doesn’t let people in. He’s sees affection as weakness and was taught never to look weak. It will be tough but I think it will be worth it in the end.” Angela squeezes my shoulder gently her eyes sad but there’s hope in them too. Hope that her friend can find some kind of happiness in this world where strength and honor mean everything. I hope I can find that too because the alternative is just too much to bear.

      “C’mon, let’s get you ready for the ceremony. The alpha is going to lose his mind when he sees you in that dress.” She wiggles her eyebrows suggestively breaking the heavy moment when I giggle at her antics. No more deep conversations for now. I can save those for Archer after the ceremony as long as he doesn’t decide to lock me away again.

      I can’t help but think about my parents as I get ready for the mating. My last one didn’t go so well and I wonder if Grayson is sticking to his word and not hurting them because I was dishonored. The only mating ceremony of mine they will ever see is the clusterfuck that I fled from. A sniffle escapes as I think about it.

      “Don’t cry. Everything will work out. If the alpha senses tears it may be worse than before.” Angela whispers even as she pats my back in sympathy.

      “I’m not crying just wondering how my parents are doing. If Grayson has actually kept his promise that they will not be punished. I mean if he can’t keep his promise to mate me I can’t really expect him to keep his promises right?”

      “There is something wrong with that alpha.” Angela shakes her head as she pulls the gown from the hanger. “I don’t think he realized how much stronger you made his pack, but his loss is our gain. You will be an amazing alpha female for the Everette Pack.”

      “Thank you,” I say gratefully as I take the gown from her and step into the en suite. I need a minute to breathe and dress in the sheer gown that marks the end of my time as an unmated female. I have no idea what the future will bring but I can only hope things are looking better than they did yesterday.
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      The last rays of the sun can be seen over the mountain top when the clearing we use for the pack mating ceremonies is finally ready for Jara. I know I shouldn’t fidget. It’s not an alpha thing to do but as I wait for my future mate I can’t help but wonder if it’s all wrong. What will Jara think about the simple private mating ceremony after her beautiful ceremony was ruined? That had been a big deal that had been very public but I don’t think that she would want another public ceremony so soon after being rejected so brutally by her so called fated mate.

      It’s not only for her sake though. Jara is exquisite and I wouldn’t put it passed any of the wannabe alphas of my pack to want to challenge me for her. Even if they are loyal the only idiot who failed to see her worth is Grayson.

      Kneeling in the ground I begin spreading out the furs and then dotting the pillows all over trying to make the perfect nest for my mate. The alpha in me is driving me to provide for my mate even as I hear my fathers voice in my mind reminding me that is weakness and the only thing alpha females are good for us to show strength by giving me strong sons to help lead the pack one day when I am old.

      Will Jara still be around then or will she end up like all the other females I chose to be my mate who couldn’t handle the task? I never officially mated any of them but they all met the same fate by their own hands.

      It’s one of the reasons I refuse to wait and won’t let her around the pack until we are fully bonded. My claim should protect her even if she wishes for death. My life will be tied to hers and no one not even death himself will be able to take her from me. Shaking my head to clear it of the unpleasant thoughts I start to wonder what my gorgeous mate will look like in her mating gown.

      I just know she will be stunning but what will she think about the simple furs under the moon? I can do a huge ceremony much better than Grayson’s pack who tried to sabotage her at every turn but I don’t want to. I don’t want to share this moment with anyone but Jara and the moon goddess. It isn’t for anyone else and I refuse to do it just so the pack will have a celebration.

      Jara’s scent tickles at my senses but it’s still faint and mingled with Angela and I stiffen. I was sure to make it known that the woods are off limits to the pack for the night. That includes Angela I nearly growl at the disobedience before remembering that Jara has never been here before. I nearly smack myself at my stupidity. Of course Angela would need to show her the way here.

      The trees rustle just as Jara takes her first steps into the clearing and my breath catches in my throat. She is absolutely breathtaking in the sheer cerulean gown. She looks nervous as she looks around the clearing. “You look amazing.” I say in gruff voice. I can’t help but stand there and stare at her. A blush stains her cheeks as she ducks her head in a nod.

      The sheer material accentuates her curves and makes her eyes pop. I can’t take my eyes off the strong alpha female and I wonder for the millionth time how that idiot Grayson could reject this perfect creature in front of me. I’m not complaining though. His stupidity is my gain.

      “This is beautiful.” She looks around the clearing. Angela melts back into the forest so quietly that I almost don’t even notice and I take a step toward Jara holding a hand out to her.

      “I hope this is okay. I didn’t think after what happened you would want a huge deal.” It’s not entirely the truth but I am trying to make my mate comfortable. Even if she can never get my affection.

      “I actually never wanted a huge ceremony. I always wanted simple but Grayson wouldn’t stand for it.” She chuckles lightly.

      She puts her hand in mine and I lead her to the furs that are arranged on the soft grass. We sit on the furs side by side and I don’t know why it feels so awkward. My hand is still in hers and I bring it to my lips kissing the inside of her wrist lightly. Her body trembles at my touch and I grin against her skin.

      Trailing my fingertips up her arm and over her shoulder I wrap my hand around the back of her neck pulling her in close her Cerulean eyes bore into mine as I lean in and kiss the base of her throat where my mark will go in just a short time. She touches my chest tentatively her hands stroking over the planes of my chest and I shudder at the soft touch.

      “You’re perfect and mine.” I growl as I lean over causing her to lean back on the furs with her body beneath mine. Her hands move lower tracing the dips and valleys in my abs. My fingers tangle in her hair as I kiss down her throat to her collarbone licking a path even lower. The mating gown is low cut and I can see the outline of the swell of her breast through the sheer material.

      My other hand skims her breast and her back arches a little. I can’t help the grin as I tweak her nipple and a moan explodes from her mouth. Her hands squeeze my hips as she wiggles against me causing my cock to harden painfully. “Take off your dress, mate. I want to see all of you. Taste every inch of you and mark you as mine.”

      She looks a little unsure as I sit back on my heels to watch her. “What’s wrong?” I ask terrified that she’s changed her mind and would rather go rogue than be with me. I can’t have her changing her mind when I’m so close to having her, to keeping her.

      “I’ve never done this before.” She looks away a blush going all the way from her cheeks and flushing against her neck. “I was waiting for my mate.”

      Fuuuck. If that isn’t the hottest thing I have ever fucking heard. My mate is untouched and perfect in her innocence. “You honor me, Jara. You have no idea the precious the gift you are giving me.”

      Even as the words are tender I can’t wait a second longer to have my mate naked beneath me and coming on my tongue. I lunge toward her my lips meeting hers in a searing kiss demanding entrance to her mouth as my hands slide into her hair. My free hand pinching and rolling her nipple through the material of her gown.

      “I need the dress off, Mate. I promise to make you feel good but I need to see you.” I say as I break the kiss and grip the dress in both hands ripping it down the center and pulling her into my arms her breasts against my hard chest cause me to groan. This woman is dangerous. I don’t think I will ever get enough of her.

      The first look at Jara naked has me palming my cock squeezing myself to calm down. My lips trail over to her ear and nipping at it. She squirms beneath me her hands squeezing at my sides as she rubs her center over my cock. She’s so damn responsive.

      I groan around her nipple swirling my tongue before making my way to the other. I skim my hand down her stomach and lower and find she’s dripping for me. “Mmm, you’re so wet. I bet you’ll come all over my fingers in minutes, mate. Do you want to come?”

      “Yes,” she practically shouts at me. My thumb caresses her clit stroking her as I thrust one finger inside her. She’s so godsdamn tight I know I’m going to have to stretch her before we can complete the bond.

      “Fuck, Jara. You feel so good wrapped around my finger. I’m not going to last long little mate.” I press down on her clit with my thumb as I continue to thrust in and out with my finger before adding a second and she screams my name as her back arches off the ground and her head thrashes back and forth. She comes so beautifully but the next time she comes I want her eyes on me.

      “Archer, oh gods.” She moans but I’m far from done with the female beneath me. I can’t help the grin that crosses my lips as I kiss and lick my way over her stomach and spread her thighs to see her perfect pussy. She is glistening from her release and the scent of her nearly sends me into a frenzy.

      I scramble back grabbing her leg in my firm grip and lick my way from her knee to her inner thigh. Her eyes bore into me even as she tries to close her legs to hide from me. “Don’t ever hide from me, Jara. You are exquisite, and mine.”

      I push her legs to the side holding them down with my hands and suck her clit into my mouth. Jara tries to squirm at the sensation but my hands on her thighs pin her to the soft furs as I thrust my tongue inside her lapping at her juices. Her taste bursts across my tongue. I groan at the sharp taste of her knowing that vanilla and citrus flavor will be my favorite for the rest of eternity.

      “Gods, you taste good.” I growl before diving back in. Her back arches as I caress her with my tongue and then suck her clit between my teeth. Nipping it gently. Her hands find my hair holding me to her pussy and I grin as I continue the onslaught. Her whole body trembles with her second release and floods her pussy.

      “I need you, Archer, please.” She begs and it’s the most perfect sound I have ever heard.

      “What do you need, mate?” I want to hear her say she needs me to fuck her just as much as I need to be inside of this perfect specimen of a mate.

      “I need you to fuck me, to claim me now.” She doesn’t even hesitate and the dominance in those words has a smile pulling at my lips.

      Slowly, languidly I stand and look down at my blissed out mate. She’s already come several times and she still is wanton. “Unbuckle my pants then, Jara. Take what’s yours.”

      She looks up at me with wide eyes but doesn’t argue as she sits up on her heels. Her hands skate over my abs tentatively looking at my face to see if it’s okay. I shiver at the teasing touches as she makes her way to the buckle on my pants.

      She’s unsure but confident at the same time as she fumbles with the buttons. If she hadn’t told me she was a virgin before I would have guessed it from here. I groan as she pulls my cock free and she touches her thumb to the bead of precum at the tip. Gods her hands on me feel like heaven. “Don’t be shy. Take what you want.”

      Her eyes are wide as she looks up at me from her knees and wraps her hand around me stroking me slowly. I watch her face as I groan and she licks her lips like she wants to lick me before she leans forward and does just that swirling her tongue around the head of my cock like she’s done it before but I know she hasn’t by the way she keeps looking at me for clues to whether she’s doing it right.

      My balls tighten and a tingling starts in my body as I pull away from her and she frowns. “If you don’t stop, Jara, I’m gonna come down your throat and we will have to wait a little bit for the rest of the mating. I can’t wait. I need to be inside you, now.” I gently push her back onto the furs and kiss her roughly. Her legs snake around my hips and she wiggles beneath me.

      “Archer, please.” That’s all I need to hear as I line myself up at her entrance and push inside her slowly so I don’t hurt her. When I’m about halfway in I feel the resistance and know that I’m about to hurt her. She flinches briefly as she feels it too.

      “I have to go fast or it’s going to hurt more, okay?” I look into her eyes as she nods her head bracing herself for the pain her hands gripping the furs on either side of her. In one swift move I’m inside of her fully stretching her and stop to catch my breath and whatever hint of sanity I have remaining when it comes to this woman. Her breath catches at the pain and we are both eerily still as I wait for her to move.

      Finally she squirms beneath me. “I’m okay. Move please. I need you to move.” Thank fuck for that, I think as I pull back out and thrust back in slowly. Her legs are wrapped around my hips and she wiggles beneath me as I try to make her feel what she did before.

      “Circle your clit, Jara. The first time is painful but I want to make sure you feel good too.” I watch hungrily as she slips her hands down over her stomach and down to her clit. Her tiny fingers circle her clit slowly and almost tentatively.

      I grab her leg pushing it over my shoulder changing the angle and watch as Jara’s eyes practically roll back in her head as she moans and circles her clit even faster. “Eyes on me, Mate. I want to watch you as you come for me this time.”

      “Archer,” she whispers as she locks eyes on me. “I’m so close.”

      Her words give me smug satisfaction and I quicken my pace. Her back arches and she screams for me as her walls tighten around me. The good little mate that she is keeps her eys locked on mine as best as she can as she unravels in my arms. I only have seconds to see her reaction before my release is coming.

      My own release hits me fast and I roar her name as hot jets of my cum begin coating her insides. I don’t hesitate my wolf riding me hard and transforming my teeth into canines. I gather her up in my arms kissing the spot on her neck before sinking my teeth into the supple flesh. Her blood fills my mouth and the first taste of it on my tongue has me seeing stars as a bond begins to form.

      The golden thread ties us together but it’s not complete yet and after licking her neck, I roll us so she’s on top. My cock is still hard inside of her. “Your turn, little mate. Claim your alpha in every sense of the word.”

      Jara sits up on my cock and moans as I thrust my hips up into her and starts rocking back and forth circling her hips like instinct alone is guiding her. She’s so fucking perfect I lean forward taking her nipple into my mouth and snake my hand between us so I can circle her clit.

      She needs to bite me as she comes on my cock and I can’t wait much longer to be utterly and completely hers. I grab her hair with my other hand and move her head to the crook of my neck. Jara places teasing kisses and licks along my artery. “Come for me, mate. Take what’s yours,” I say as I pinch her clit.

      Jara screams and her teeth elongate there is a small bite of pain as she rips into my flesh but the bond grows brighter in my mind and I fucking come again with a roar. It’s done. She is mine now and no one can ever take her away from me.
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      I’m boneless in the soft furs as I fall onto Archer’s chest. The first taste of his blood on my tongue had dragged my orgasm out to the point I may have passed out. Peace filled me as the golden bond flared to life connecting me to Archer for eternity.

      Even my wolf who had still been heartbroken before seems to revel in our choice. Archer is stronger than Grayson in every way and with the rejected bond not in the way of her seeing another male as a possible mate, she is happy with the strong male we have chosen.

      Just because we claimed each other doesn’t make everything perfect and I know that but it gives me the confidence and peace of mind I need to take this new path with confidence and see where we go from here.

      Archer lays me down on the furs next to him snuggled up against his hard chest and a happy sigh escapes as I look up at the night sky. The stars glitter in the clear night sky as if the gods are looking down on this beautiful moment with approval.

      The moon is high in the sky it’s a perfect night and I can’t help but feel content in the choice I made in this moment. Looking over at Archer a smile blooms. He really is gorgeous even if he’s intimidating and rough around the edges. I wonder briefly if I will be able to smooth those edges out.

      I never thought sex could be like that. I attempt to move and my body is deliciously sore. He seemed so different when we were claiming each other than when he left me in his room last night. He pulls aside and his arm wraps around me in a possessive hold. His eyes stare into mine for long minutes and I can’t help but wonder what he’s thinking. His face is a blank mask as he watches me but awe is shining in his eyes briefly before they go cold and distant and I can’t help but dread what is coming when he opens his mouth.

      “You’re mine now, Jara. My alpha female and you represent me when I’m not around. You need to be respectful and careful not to dishonor me.” His words are like a slap to my face and I pull back a little way from him but his grip tightens on me almost to the point of pain.

      “I have been training to be an alpha’s mate since I was a toddler. It seems your words are meant for one thing, Archer. To put distance between us after that beautiful claiming. If that’s how you want it, fine, take me back to my room.” I can’t help the hurt I feel as he sits up looking at me incredulously before grabbing his pants and putting them on.

      “Get dressed then, Jara. I’ll take you back to my room.” He emphasizes the word my and I can’t help but feel like I made a terrible mistake. The man is so cold and unforgiving most of the time. How was he able to be so tender and careful with me during the claiming. He said I gave him a precious gift in the middle of the act.

      “I can’t wear that dress anymore, Archer. You ripped it in half.” I raise an eyebrow at him but he’s already handing me his discarded shirt. Sure that’s exactly what I want to wear. It feels like a walk of shame as I head barefoot into the forest with him.

      I’m wearing his T-shirt that only goes to about mid thigh and following after him. His shoulders are tense as he walks in front of me and I wonder how much he wanted me or the idea of me. The bite on my neck twinges a bit but I made this decision and so I now have to own it.

      A twig snaps under my foot and a small squeak of pain escapes me before I can stop it. Archer turns raising a brow at me before looking down at my bare feet and shaking his head. In two long strides he’s crouching before me and lifting my foot. A small trickle of blood dribbles down my foot and a rumble vibrates in his chest before he lifts me in a bridal hold and stomps through the forest as if it personally affronted him not even caring that he is also is walking barefoot through it.

      As soon as we get through the forest he looks down at my foot noticing that the small cut has healed in the few minutes of walking and sets me on my feet without a word. The pack houses are all dark and there isn’t a person in sight as he stomps down the dirt path back to his huge house and I’m left with no choice but to follow.

      I guess he doesn’t want anyone to see him treating his mate with kindness. That’s fine by me. He’s so unpredictable it makes my head spin.

      “When will I meet the pack?” I ask as he leads me back into his house. It is rustic and I finally get a good look even as he stalks up the dark mahogany staircase to the second floor. Everything is rustic but homey and feels lived in with worn hunter green couches and the smell of pine in the air. The whole house smells of Archer and it’s maddening that I already want him again even though he was so cold.

      “You will meet the pack tomorrow. Get some rest. It will be a long day.” He says as he ushers me into his bedroom and closes me inside, alone. Again. I don’t know what all of this means or whether we are actually going to be equals in anyway. Is it always going to be like this? I wish I had known more of what he was like before the ceremony though I have to guess this is better than the alternative.

      I wait for him to come back for hours pacing the room and wringing my hands together. Eventually I sit in the big bay window looking out at the forest beyond. A wolf howls and the sound calls to me. My wolf desperately wants to answer the call but depression is setting in being locked up in this gilded cage once again.

      I know it’s Archer out there running as his wolf and howling and I don’t want to give into him and respond the way he wants. He doesn’t get to be mournful after the way I was treated like I was nothing but an inconvenience after he worked so hard to claim me.

      My wolf is confused and slightly angry. She doesn’t understand why I asked to be alone with our mate out there sounding so sad. Her instincts want me to go to him and find a way to make him feel better, but I can’t. He isn’t treating us as a mate should and it just makes me angrier.

      The howling continues and the clear night sky starts turning to gray. Just like my mood. Are the gods angry at us for our choices? The stars twinkled down on us just hours ago. Now I can barely see the moon as it hides behind the clouds.

      I can almost believe the rumors of his previous mates killing themselves to get away from him. If he is this cold after the beautiful moments we had then I can definitely see why weak females weren’t enough. I am no weak female though and I will find a way to get through to him. I refuse to live the rest of my life this way.

      It’s only been a day but the whiplash is already making me doubt myself. I will get through to him no matter what. I chose this over the life of going rogue and I will make the most of it. I sigh as I stand from the window and slump on the bed. He’s right. I need rest if I’m going to meet the pack tomorrow as their alpha female.
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      Archer

      I fucked up. I see it in hindsight. My words ruined that moment for her. I shouldn’t care. Caring is a weakness I can’t afford, but I can’t stop the mournful howl of my wolf as I run the perimeter of my pack lands. My wolf is angry at me. He doesn’t understand why our mate is upset. He runs on instinct and his instinct is telling me that I fucked up. I should care about my mates happiness do anything to keep her happy.

      No howls respond to mine and it makes him even angrier. His mate should care about his sorrow but refuses to answer our call and he’s blaming me but I can’t say that he’s wrong. I shouldn’t have put my expectations on her while she was still so happy after our mating. It was dumb and she was absolutely right that I did it to put distance between us.

      In the moments after I claimed her as mine my thoughts swirled with all the possibilities. We could have a good life together as the alpha pair of our pack. When the thought crossed my mind that I could even grow to love her a stern voice in my head had mocked me saying love is a weakness and only fools suffered from it.

      I shut down all thoughts of the future and what it could bring and did the one thing I know how to do. I ruined the moment became the cold unfeeling alpha. She had been absolutely right to respond in kind and I found myself admiring her strength once again. She doesn’t fear me the way others do and speaks her mind when she knows something is bullshit.

      Just the memory of her telling me she’d never been touched causes my body to lock up tight. I ruined that memory for her and my wolf howls again at the thought.

      “What are you doing, Archer?” Angela asks from behind me and I growl as I turn toward her. I can’t believe I let my guard down and she was able to sneak up on me like that. I need to get out of my head.

      She tosses a backpack to the ground at my feet and I realize she wants me to shift. I shake my head without thought. My wolf isn’t ready to turn back but the way he’s acting I have little choice. “C’mon, Archer. You need to talk to someone, so shift and talk. Why aren’t you with your mate?”

      Finally my wolf calms enough to take back control and I shift grabbing for the backpack and grabbing the gray sweatpants and pulling them on. I run my hand through my hair roughly looking up at the night sky. Clouds are moving in and it’s such a contrast to the bright clear night it was merely hours ago.

      “I let her know my expectations as alpha female and she got mad and asked to go back to my room.” My tone is hard and cold but Angela doesn’t even flinch. She shoots me a scathing look that had it been anyone else looking at me like that they would be flat on their ass and baring their neck to me instantly.

      “So you mated her and then became the cold hard asshole you are to everyone? Yeah, that sounds about right.” She shakes her head, exasperated.

      “You don’t get to judge me. If I show weakness even to my mate it puts the entire pack in danger.” I growl back angrily. This is one thing that Angela and I have never seen eye to eye on but she wasn’t there for the extent of what my father did to make sure I would be strong enough to lead one day.

      “In a private moment with your mate you pushed her to arms length to not show weakness? It sounds like you feel more than you want to and it’s scaring the hell out of you, Archer. Why don’t you just admit that you aren’t a robot and try to embrace those feelings?”

      I shake my head because this is a conversation we have had many times before. The only person I have ever shown any kind of emotion to is Angela but she just doesn’t understand.

      “I can’t. You know that. I refuse to be weak.”

      “Even if it means you lose her like the others?” Her words are like a punch to the gut. No. I won’t lose her now that she’s mine. I refuse to even entertain that idea. She will not leave me the way the others did. She is strong enough to endure a life without love. She had wanted to go rogue before we gave her the option to be my mate instead.

      “She’s stronger than that.” I almost whisper the words hoping that they are true. I don’t know what the future holds for us but a world without Jara in it is too painful to imagine. Shit. Maybe I am weak for this woman. But, no matter what I feel I can’t let it show.

      “I hope you’re right, Archer. For all our sakes.” Angela says as she walks away into the quiet forest leaving me with nothing but poisonous thoughts.

      I scrub a hand over my face before following the path back to my home where my gorgeous little mate is probably lying in my bed hating my guts right now. I would rather her hate me then deal with the consequences of me showing weakness.

      I trudge up the stairs to my room and stop just outside the door. Hesitating. Why am I hesitating when that room and everything in it are mine? Jara is my mate now but would it show I was soft if I slept in the same bed with her? Deciding that we both need a night away from each other to cool off, I stomp to one of the guest rooms and close the door locking it behind me before flopping down on the soft bed and staring at the ceiling.

      This should be a night of celebration. Instead, I’m in my guest room with my mate down the hall in my bed. I haven’t been inside my room much but it already smells like her. It mixes with my scent and I just want to stand in there for hours breathing in our scents mingling together. That’s the way it should smell. The thoughts cause my cock to harden in my sweats and I groan as flashes of our mating push through my mind.

      I should be in there with her, fucking her and marking her all over so no one will ever forget she’s mine. Ignoring my throbbing cock I turn on my side closing my eyes attempting to find peace in sleep but it won’t come. Tomorrow is a big day for the pack. They will meet their alpha female for the first time.

      I just hope they don’t embarrass me when all is said and done. Some pack members are resistant to change and may not like the idea of her, but if they voice those thoughts I will not be lenient.

      She is an extension of me now and will be treated with the respect she deserves or there will be consequences they are not willing to pay.
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      Nerves flutter in my chest as I pace the bedroom. I knew everyone in my old pack even if they did hate me. I’m starting over completely now though and the thought makes my palms sweaty. Remember your training, Jara. The mental pep talk does nothing to still my nerves as I continue to wear a hole in the soft rug beneath my pacing feet.

      There’s a knock on the door just before Angela opens it. Just like yesterday she is caring a tray and clothes for the day. “What did the rug do to deserve this abuse?” She chuckles setting the items down on the small table.

      I shoot her a bored look and she sighs. “Look, Archer is…” she trails off seeming lost in how to finish that sentence.

      “A cold and merciless asshole?” I supply and she cracks up in loud laughter.

      “Yes, that is true.” She finally says after several long minutes of cackling. “But, he’s a good man, he learned the way of the alpha from his father who was even colder and harder than Archer.”

      “That seems very hard to believe. Archer is cold as ice.” As I say it I remember the soft tender ways he touched me during the mating and wonder if that is completely true not for the first time.

      “I don’t think you believe those words?” She stares at me and I have the weirdest feeling that Angela sees way too much. Her gaze almost feels like it can penetrate my mind and see all of me. It’s slightly terrifying.

      “Maybe not, but he is all over the place. One minute he’s sweet and kind telling me I have honored him with a precious gift the next he’s pushing me away and warning me of his expectations.” I sigh shaking my head sadly.

      “Look, I know it’s hard to be with someone like Archer but try to stick it out with him. He needs someone like you to show him the way. Don’t write him off just yet.”

      “He’s my mate, Angela. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll do whatever I have to do to make this work. I’m not like the others.” Her eyes widen at my words. “I’m not dumb, Angela. I’ve heard the rumors even as far as my old pack.”

      “Don’t believe everything you hear, Jara. Only one girl actually died. The rest ran. And he never actually mated any of them. They were chosen by him but never actually made it to the ceremony.”

      “That’s why he wouldn’t push back the private ceremony.” Things make a lot more sense now but I just wish Archer would have said something.

      “I don’t think he will ever admit to that but yes, I am sure that is a big part of it.” Angela shrugs then her smile brightens. “I brought breakfast and a dress for you to meet the pack today. Archer mentioned you need suitable shoes for the dress so I got some of those too. Just until we can get your things from your old pack.”

      “I don’t think there is any hope of that. The females of the pack probably already burned it all in celebration that I wouldn’t be their alpha female.” I grimace.

      “Okay then, we will have to do some online shopping. I’ll let Archer know we need his card.”

      “Wait, what? You buy things from humans?” It’s such a strange concept when my pack is completely self sufficient.

      “Archer and his father always have a back up plan and a way to take care of the pack. He owns several corporations that only employ shifters and some members of the pack run them so he can be here and run the pack. We often buy clothes and other luxuries from the human internet and have them shipped to the corporations so we can stay anonymous here in our territory.”

      “That’s incredible.” I shake my head. Archer is much smarter than I ever gave him credit for. I always wondered why Grayson never did something similar. It was one of the things I wanted to change when I became his mate.

      “I don’t know about incredible but it serves to keep us comfortable and is a back up plan in case something goes terribly wrong in the pack lands.” She shrugs motioning again to the food. Steak and scrambled eggs. One of my favorite breakfasts.

      I sit at the table and my mind wanders as I eat. So many alphas are stuck in the old brutal ways of the shifters they don’t see the possibilities with human technology. I’m glad the pack I am in now does. It’s extremely hard to depend only on your pack and if weather causes crops to fail or deer to move on outside our territory then we always ran the risk of starving. With Archer’s way the pack will never have to worry about that possibility. He’s incredibly wise in some ways and completely dense in others.

      “I can see your brain turning and I have an idea of what about. In some ways the old alpha was wise but he was still set in the old ways in some aspects and practically beat those ways into Archer. He’s going to be hard to break open but I have no doubt if anyone can get him to open up it would be you.”

      I nod because I have nothing I can say to that. His father beat this mentality into him? Maybe the way to get to him would have to be a softer approach.

      “Okay well if you want to shower you’re going to need to hurry. The pack is gathering outside and if there’s one thing that Archer values as much as strength and loyalty it’s punctuality.” She grins.

      I chew the last bite a little quicker than I probably should and jump up from the chair and rush to the en-suite. I shower and dress quickly not wanting to make a bad first impression with my new pack. My nerves only get worse as I walk out into the bedroom to find Archer standing in the room. His features are hard and cold but his gaze skims over my body with a heat that he doesn’t let show on his face.

      “Are you ready, mate? It’s almost time.” He says holding his arm out to me. I take small steps to him and entwine my arm with his and he breathes out a sigh. His nostrils flare as he breathes in and a growl rumbles in his chest.

      “What is it?” I ask not sure what has this reaction from him.

      “You’re nervous. I can smell it in your scent. Don’t worry. The pack will like and respect you as alpha female. If they don’t there will be consequences.” He growls out the words.

      “I can’t demand their respect, Archer. I have to earn it.” I sigh as we make our way down the stairs. He shakes his head but doesn’t comment. How easy it must be for him to just demand their loyalty and respect. I have other views on how to earn the respect of the pack as soon as I am able.

      We make it out the back door of the pack house to what looks like the normal meeting spot for the pack and my eyes widen as I notice how truly big Archer’s pack is. Hundreds of eyes watch me and some expressions are not exactly friendly as Archer pulls me to his side. His arm drapes over my shoulder in a show of unity and several of the women sneer at the gesture. Well I guess I know who the unmated females of the pack are who thought they had a chance with their alpha.

      “It was no secret that I went to Alpha Grayson’s mating looking for a mate for myself. What I did not expect to find was an alpha female stronger than any other female I have ever met. Meet Jara your new alpha female and my new mate.” He smiles down at me pulling my hair away from the mating mark on my neck proudly showing his pack. The blush that spreads embarrasses me and I look back at the crowd. Several of the females who had just been sneering at me attempt to hold my gaze but quickly look away. My spine straightens just a bit when I realize I am stronger than any other female within the pack.

      “Wasn’t she rejected by her alpha?” A female toward the back of the crowd asks angrily. “We have a reject for our alpha female.” She scoffs.

      Archer’s whole body stiffens as he searches for the woman in question. “She is stronger than even Alpha Grayson and will be treated with respect in our pack. She is an extension of me. Grayson is an idiot to let go of a strong capable mate and I will not hear anyone speak of this rejection again. Do you understand?” He roars out the alpha command and everyone in the pack bears their necks in submission. I guess he can command respect, but that’s not how I want it. The woman at the back nods and bears her neck to him but the hatred in her eyes tells me that is not the last I will hear from her. “I didn’t hear an agreement.”

      “Yes, Alpha.” The entire clearing choruses.

      “Good.” He pulls me to him in a sideways hug and I see Angela motion to him from the side of the porch. “I have to go.” He says just to me. “Stay and get to know the pack you will be partially responsible for. Angela will stay with you.” He kisses the top of my head and the gesture is so tender that it shocks me for a second. Angela’s eyes light up as she watches my shocked reaction.

      Pack members surround me quickly as Archer leaves and I nearly hyperventilate with so many people so close. They aren’t malicious only curious so I am able to calm considerably. “Jara, what a beautiful name. Does it have any significance?” One woman asks and I notice quickly she is one of the mated females of the pack.

      “My parents named me after a Slavic shifter princess. It means peace and fierce. I guess they knew from birth that I would be an alpha.” I chuckle and the woman grins at me.

      “Yes, I suppose they did. It fits you perfectly. I hope one day you will bring our alpha peace with your fierceness.” She nods looking over at the retreating alpha. I wonder what she means by that but I’m unable to ask as other pack members surge forward with curiosity.

      I meet so many pack members that I know that it’s going to take time to remember all of their names. Most ask questions about my old pack or about the failed mating ceremony. They don’t seem to judge me though others do clearly think there is something wrong with me if Grayson rejected me. I don’t let those women bother me since they are clearly jealous.

      It’s not until the female from before saunters up and the crowd moves away to make room for her that I really have a problem. “That’s Rochelle. She is a jealous hag and will do anything to try to snag Archer.” Angela whispers loudly at my side and the woman in question shoots her a dark look.

      “So this is the woman who Alpha takes as a mate. Don’t feel too proud, reject. He only needed a mate you were convenient.”

      “Watch your mouth, Rochelle,” Angela warns glaring at the woman.

      “I only speak the truth. He needed a mate before the peace talks or he would look weak to the other alphas. He didn’t want you and I’m sure you will be gone soon enough just like the others.”

      Her words are like a slap to the face but I arch a brow and stare her down. She holds my gaze far longer than the others had but does look away and I grin in triumph.

      “What do you think Archer would say if he heard the way you’re speaking to me right now? Threatening the alpha female is punishable by death you know. If you think you are strong enough to win, challenge me, if not fuck off. I don’t have time for jealous little girls throwing tantrums because they didn’t get what they wanted.” I don’t even think about the disrespect I am showing her as I turn my back on her. The pack members gasp in shock but I hold my head high as Angela and I make our way back inside the house.

      “Very well played, Alpha Jara.” Angela grins at my side and I nod in thanks.

      “I don’t have a good feeling about that woman. What did she mean that Archer needed a mate before peace talks?” I ask looking at her and her expression turns grim.

      “It’s the rumors, I think. The rumors that all his potential mates committed suicide rather than be his mate. Archer sees them as a good thing most of the time but thinks the other alphas will see him as unstable if he doesn’t have a mate by his side and they will try to claim our pack. The peace talks are in three days but I promise you not just any mate would do. It had to be you, Jara.” She chews at her lip in a nervous gesture and I shake my head.

      I’m just a placeholder until he finds a mate he really wants? That doesn’t sit right with me. I don’t want to always be disposable to a man. I chose this life thinking it would be different but after the peace talks is he going to throw me away just like Grayson did? The thought makes my wolf howl in my head.

      “Now that I have met the pack, can I go for a run? I don’t usually wait so long to shift and my wolf is getting antsy.” I look over at Angela who grimaces before seeming to come to a decision.

      “I don’t think the Alpha would have a problem with that as long as we stick to the pack lands and I go with you.” A genuine smile crosses my features as I thank her. After finding out all this new information I really need the freedom running with my wolf gives me. It won’t give me all the answers but it will give me some semblance of peace in this crazy new situation I’ve found myself in.

      “Good, because if I can’t shift in my new pack then I may just go completely insane.”
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      “What is it? I left my mate to meet the pack on her own.” I bark into the phone as I close myself into the office.

      “You found a mate?” Jordan who runs Everette Enterprises asks in shock.

      “Yes and I just left her with the fucking vultures so maybe let’s speed this up a bit, yeah?” I growl at him and he chuckles.

      “You know how we have the team doing market research to see if renewable energy is something we want to get into? Well they actually came back with a proposal that not only looks promising but has a way that we can keep pack lands secure and make a hefty profit. I just wanted to know if the CEO approves. I sent the proposal to your email.” I scrub a hand over my face because no matter how many times I tell Jordan that if it looks like it will help keep us safe secure and turning a profit I don’t need to approve, he never listens and this time it took me away from introducing Jara to my pack.

      “Jordan, I have told you repeatedly, I trust your judgement on new endeavors as long as we are projected to make a profit and it keeps us safe. Do it. You don’t need my approval for this.”

      “Yes, Alpha.” He actually sounds chagrined and I pinch the bridge of my nose feeling both bad and exasperated at the same time.

      “And Jordan? Kick ass at everything you do. I just want the monthly reports in my email. I trust you. Do you have any idea how hard it is to gain my trust? Oh, and stop calling me alpha while in a human board room.” I chuckle hanging up the phone before he can say ‘yes alpha’ again.

      I move to the window in my office watching the meet and greet outside. I should go out there and save Jara from the literal wolves but I can’t help but watch her as she smiles at each person she speaks with giving them her full attention as she shakes hands or crouching to eye level with the Cubs as she speaks quietly with them. She is the perfect alpha female.

      Alpha females are meant to balance the alpha pair. They learn the names of the shifters in the pack and absolutely become the advocate for them. Find out what they need and any concerns. The alpha of the pack is the one who doles out punishments and takes care of disputes but ultimately protects the pack. Watching her be exactly what her pack needs her to be even though she just met them brings a feeling of pride to me. I picked the perfect woman to be my mate.

      I sit there watching for far too long as she smiles and laughs with them but dread pools in my stomach as Rochelle makes her way toward Jara. I should have removed the jealous female from my pack long ago but her parents were some of my greatest supporters when I took over as alpha and I did not want to dishonor them.

      The feline smile that crosses her features as she spots Jara and makes her way to her causes me to tense. Nothing good comes from that smile. My loyalty to her parents and brother were the only thing that kept me from prying into her life when my potential mates either ran or took their own lives. Her obsession with being alpha female of the Everette Pack is unhealthy and I probably should have gotten rid of her ages ago.

      I watch Jara carefully as Rochelle gets to her spewing Gods know what at her. Jara doesn’t even flinch at her words and I see in Rochelle’s features how much that angers her especially when Jara turns her back on her deliberately disrespecting her.

      I have only known Jara a few days but even in her old pack when women were blatantly cruel to her I had never seen her deliberately disrespect someone so I know that whatever Rochelle said to her was so bad that she deserved it but it doesn’t stop the crowd around her from murmuring to each other.

      Normally such disrespect would not be tolerated within the pack but Jara is now my mate and I know she will face opposition from several females who wish to be my mate so I don’t blame her for what she has done. She will need to show the shifters in this pack what she expects of them.

      I watch from the window as she and Angela move toward the house but only moments later they veer off course and head for the woods. Panic grips me as my brain and my wolf think the worst. Is she leaving? Did whatever Rochelle said make her feel like she needs to go rogue rather than deal with me and my pack?

      I take the stairs two at a time as I run for the tree line. My exceptional hearing catches Rochelle cackling to several other unmated females trying to spin the disrespect in a way that makes Jara seem weak like she ran away from the confrontation. It makes me irrationally angry.

      Sasha another unmated female laughs in her face. “If she was running away, Rochelle she wouldn’t have told you to challenge her if you thought you were strong enough. Get over it. Alpha has picked and it’s none of us. We need to think about finding our own mates.”

      Pride fills me again at Sasha’s words. Not just for my mate but at the acceptance my pack has for her. Sasha has always been a little too eager to please me likely hoping to be my mate but she has seen the marks and now is ready to find her own mate no matter who that may be.

      “Whatever Sasha, she’s not our alpha female well not for long anyway. She knows her place and will soon be gone just like the rest of them.”

      Stopping dead in my tracks I turn slowly toward the group of women. Rochelle needs to watch her own back because if she thinks the others will have hers she’s wrong. “Is that a threat against an alpha?” Sasha gasps as she looks over Rochelle.

      I do what I can to be unrecognizable to the females as I blend into the pack. “It’s not a threat.” Rochelle waves her hand dismissively. “She’s no better than the other girls Alpha chose. She won’t last long.”

      “The difference this time though, Rochelle is he actually mated her. How do you expect to get her to leave?” Sasha questions and I notice her chewing her lip. She’s not an alpha female, none of them are but Rochelle continues to try to be what she isn’t.

      “I have my ways.” Rochelle smirks which nearly has me surging forward to grab her up by her throat.

      “You will not disrespect Jara or you will be cast out of this pack and will be left to be known as a rogue for the rest of your days. Do you want your parents to be dishonored? They are the only reason I have never cast you out before.”

      “You would cast me out for a rejected mate?” She sneers, and I know that she is probably too far gone to help. She’s too jealous and unhinged but her father steps forward in that second to stop whatever is about to happen.

      “Alpha, I understand my daughter is a problem between you and your mate but please don’t cast her out. Her mother would mourn her more than anything.”

      “Then, Arthur you need to regulate your daughter. Teach her how to be a pack member that is not an alpha. Or she needs to find a new pack where she is actually strong enough to be the alpha female because that isn’t this one.” I growl at Arthur who nods before baring his throat to me.

      “I will work on finding her a suitable mate.” He says with deference but I don’t believe it. Rochelle is a complete mess when it comes to me and I don’t even believe her father can stop what she has planned for my mate.

      “You had better or we may be to a point where she is sent rogue or gets in a situation she can’t get her way out of.” I raise my eyebrows at the man hoping that he understands his daughter has way too many ambitions.

      “I promise to do whatever I can to calm my daughter, Alpha.”

      “You had better or there is going to be a problem,” I say and watch as Arthur grabs her by the arm and leads her away speaking quietly but firmly. The other females eyes all widen before scattering amongst the pack.

      I don’t give them a second thought as I make my way to the tree line where Jara and Angela disappeared. Now that I have handled the situation with the unmated females of the pack I want to make sure my mate isn’t leaving.

      Walking into the forest I see a neat pile of clothes in the hollow of a tree and curse myself for being an asshole. Her wolf is probably jumping out of her skin for not being able to shift for days. I grin is I begin to strip and shift into my large obsidian wolf. Will she be upset if I encroach on her run? My wolf has wanted to run with hers since first meeting her in Grayson’s pack.

      He yips as he catches her scent in the forest. Excited to have his mate in his own territory and takes off at a sprint on her trail. The most beautiful wolf comes into view in front of us. She’s such a deep red she’s almost unreal in her coloring. I have never seen a wolf that color. She’s stunning and we let out a playful bark as we jump at her.

      Jara turns her head but easily dodges and I hit the ground next to her. She growls playfully as her tongue rolls out of her mouth in a wolffish smile. She starts to circle crouching low as if she’s ready to attack and I stand eerily still as I wait to see what she will do.

      You want to play, mate? I ask through our pack bond. We can only speak like this in wolf form and only if we both are wolves.

      You started it, mate. She sounds amused as she continues to circle. I growl playfully but stay where I am. I know what she’s planning and wait for her to get behind me watching her movements over my shoulder as she finally pounces. Rolling to the side I dodge her just barely and but my nose rubs against her flank before jumping on her.

      I nip at her throat and she bares her neck to me perfectly submissive. She’s so fucking perfect it takes my breath away and I want nothing more than to shift and take her right here on the forest floor.

      All the breath is knocked out of me as another wolf head butts me in my side and I curse myself for forgetting that Angela was with her when they shifted.

      What are you doing? I ask my beta through the pack bond. The gray wolf’s tongue rolls out of her mouth grinning at me.

      I thought we were playing? She says innocently and I shake my head. If I could roll my eyes as a wolf I would.

      We should probably get back.

      I don’t want to go back yet. It’s been days since I got to run and my wolf wants to explore our new territory. Jara says through the bond and hearing her say this is her territory makes me beam with satisfaction. She’s not going to leave. She just wanted to go for a run. Something like relief fills me as an idea pops in my head.

      Follow me. I want to show you something. I don’t wait for a response and take off through the trees. An excited yip is the only indication that she’s following me. She moves so silently through the trees. Most wolves learn how to move silently at a young age. It helps with hunting though we don’t do much hunting in the pack anymore only when we have the moon celebrations.

      Breaking through the tree line, I come to a stop on the cliffs overlooking the ocean. It’s such a beautiful sight I just wish it hadn’t been tainted by bad memories. The place I stash extra clothes is untouched since the last time I came out here and I shift and grab a pair of sweats and pull them on before turning to Jara’s wolf. I can’t help but reach out a hand to her scratching behind her ears. Her fur is soft as silk as I run my hand along her flank. “You can shift here little wolf. Let Jara see the view too.”

      She shifts quickly and I hand her my shirt that I keep here. It smells like me and the idea of her marked with my scent all over her makes me harden almost painfully. Between the sight of her naked body and the thought of her wearing my scent I’m barely containing my urge to claim her again right on the cliff side.

      “This is beautiful. Is this the edge of the pack lands?”

      “It is beautiful,” I say not looking at the view my eyes on Jara. A tiny blush tinges her cheeks as she notices me staring and I find myself wanting to make her blush always.

      “I heard something interesting when meeting with the pack today.” She says slowly like she’s afraid to anger me.

      “I can imagine. I love my pack dearly but they are a bunch of gossiping twelve year olds.” I shake my head chuckling softly.

      “There’s a peace talk coming up in a few days.” She says it conversationally but I don’t mistake the bite in her tone. Something about this is making her angry and I don’t understand why.

      “Yes, we will need to leave the day after tomorrow.” The peace talks aren’t something I want to discuss with her. They plague my every thought. Anything can go wrong when you get that many alphas together in one place.

      “Okay.” She says it so breezily that I can almost guess that the news doesn’t anger her but the stiffness in her posture tells a different story.

      “This used to be my favorite place in all my pack lands,” I muse sitting on the soft grass. Jara frowns but sits next to me with her long legs out in front of her crossed at the ankles.

      “Used to be?” She asks softly and I flinch. I didn’t mean to say that but I guess it’s time to show her how truly terrible I am.

      “A tragedy happened here about a year ago and this is only the second time I have been here since. The first time was the night I brought you here.” I shrug not wanting to give her more than that but knowing if she asks I will have to tell her. We sit in silence for several long minutes and I stare at Jara’s bare feet. Her toes painted an emerald green that doesn’t seem like it would fit with her normal style.

      “What happened?” She whispers so low I almost miss it.

      “A pack member jumped off the cliffs.” I’m deliberately vague though I’m sure her mind is already picking up on who it was.

      “That’s awful. You weren’t there to see it right?” She asks laying a comforting hand on my arm and I almost shrug her off but it feels too good. I don’t remember the last time someone tried to give me comfort. It’s strange.

      “No, I wasn’t there. I was at the peace talks when it happened. A pack member witnessed it and got word to me.” I replay that day all the time wondering if I had just mated her before the talks and took her with me if it would have changed anything. But I’m sure it would have just delayed the inevitable. She wasn’t happy here with me in a mating of convenience and to foster peace between her old pack and mine. Where she died I guess was her final fuck you to me since she knew this was the place I came to think. It’s tainted now.

      “Who witnessed it?” Jara asks and I answer without a thought.

      “Rochelle.”

      “Hmm,” Jara hums but doesn’t comment. I know what she’s thinking though and I can’t say that the same thoughts haven’t crossed my mind before. I could never accuse her though or I would alienate some of my biggest supporters.

      “Several pack members said she had been behaving strangely that day almost manic so it’s not too far of a jump to come to the right conclusion.”

      “I’m not entirely sure I agree with that but I wasn’t here so I can’t exactly comment.” She shrugs bending her knees and wrapping her arms around them and resting her chin on them as she stares out into the ocean. Her caramel hair blows in the salty breeze and I reach out a hand to tuck it behind her ear. I have no idea why I did it but the reaction I get warms me slightly. Jara turns her head smiling at me softly. I don’t think I have ever had a smile like that directed at me.

      My mind whirls. I am I showing too much emotion? I don’t like the thought. Am I being weak? I move my hand away and look off into the distance. We must have been here longer than I thought because the sun is making its descent in the sky when her stomach growls. A grunt escapes me as a blush pinks her cheeks.

      “One day we will have to come watch the sunset but right now, I need to feed you.” I say as I stand offering her my hand. “Are you too hungry to shift? I can carry you to your clothes.”

      I don’t know why I offer but the idea of carrying her through the woods isn’t unappealing. I push away the negative thoughts again as I wait for her response. She looks torn for a second before she seems to come to a decision.

      “I’m okay to shift.” I school my features at her words even though her words disappoint me. I don’t want to think about how much as I nod my head and pull the sweats off. A strangled sound fills the space and Jara’s blush deepens as she strips her shirt off I can’t help but eye her from head to toe before shifting so I don’t embarrass myself by growing painfully hard. A smirk crosses her lips as she shifts too and yips before running into the forest expecting me to follow. Her wolf is so playful that I can’t help the wolfy grin that appears as I chase after her.
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      I learned something extremely important about Archer yesterday. I’ve had a bit more freedom to move around his home since I met the pack but everything feels rushed now that we are leaving for the summit tomorrow.

      Opening the refrigerator, I look around for something to cook deciding that I’m going to make Archer dinner if he decides to show himself but at least it’s something to help me keep busy. The boredom is starting to get to me being locked up in this house for days.

      Archer’s refrigerator is well stocked and it doesn’t take long to gather ingredients for a nice steak dinner with sautéed mushrooms and twice baked potatoes. I hum softly as I dance around the kitchen as I cook. “You like music?” I jump at Archer’s voice sounding right behind me spinning around quickly. My cheeks heat as I wonder how long he’s been standing there.

      “Umm, yeah?” I say shyly. “I’m making dinner.” I don’t know why I feel so awkward but with Archer so close to me after I have been dancing around the kitchen I am embarrassed.

      “You’re making dinner?” He asks slowly and I frown at his question. Maybe he doesn’t want to have dinner with me? He has been distant the entire time I’ve known him except when he opened up to me yesterday about the girl who died. I’m not entirely sure she killed herself like he said but I’m not going to pry into a situation that is already hurtful. I’ll just have to keep an eye on Rochelle.

      “I thought it would be nice to have dinner together… if you want to.” I blush bright red and Archer lifts his hand to my cheek. His thumb caresses my cheek where I’m sure I am blushing like crazy.

      “It smells amazing. I would like that, Jara.” He practically whispers. How can such a hard cruel man sound so tender at times?

      “It’s almost done.” I say as he pulls out a phone and starts tapping on it until music fills the space. I grin at the gesture and go back to cooking. I dance around the kitchen completely comfortable even with Archer’s eyes on me.

      Archer sits at the kitchen island with a small smile on his luscious lips. I almost ask what he’s thinking but don’t because we don’t know each other well enough for me to pry into his thoughts. Plus, I’m pretty sure he’s staring at my ass while I move around the kitchen. The thought has desire flooding through me and he sucks in a sharp breath through his nose.

      His eyes are heated when I look over my shoulder at him. His expression says he’s about to jump over the kitchen island and devour me and my panties grow damp at the thought.

      “Jara, if you don’t stop you will be for dinner.” I don’t know if his words are meant to actually stop the desire pooling in my belly but they have the opposite effect and my blush burns all the way down to my throat.

      I startle as hands land on my hips and a very hard body molds to my back. “Are you blushing everywhere, mate?” He whispers in my ear. His hard cock presses into my back as I lean into him and he groans. “I need to cover you in my scent before we go to the summit. But fuck if I don’t want to strip you down right here and devour you.” He kisses my neck licking over his mate mark which makes my whole body shiver.

      “What about dinner?” My protest is weak even to my own ears. Archer’s hands slide around my waist as he grinds into my ass. Gods he’s fucking sexy. I find myself thinking about the mating and how he played my body perfectly.

      His hand slides into my jeans and all thoughts leave as his finger circles my clit. “Turn off the stove. Dinner can wait. I want to devour you right now.”

      I moan and turn off the stove as his deft fingers continue circling and he licks his way up my neck. “Archer,” I gasp out and he growls at the breathy sound.

      “I’m going to fuck you on every surface in this house, but first I’m laying you out on the island and eating this fucking pussy until you see stars.” A low rumble leaves his throat as he feels how wet I get just from those dirty words.

      “Fuck, Archer.” I gasp as my back arches into him when he pinches my clit. Disappointment settles over me briefly as he removes his hand but he wastes no time in turning me around and stripping my shirt and bra off and lifting me into the kitchen island before attacking my breasts with his mouth and fingers.

      He sucks my nipple into his mouth nipping it with his teeth and rolls the other between two fingers. “Gods, that feels good.”

      “Have you ever touched yourself, mate? Made yourself come on those tiny fingers?” He asks as he switches to my other breast giving it the same treatment. I’m not even embarrassed to say that I have. He’s the only man I have been with but I have made myself come many times before.

      “Yes,” I moan and he grins against me.

      “These need to come off. I want to watch you.” My brows furrow as I notice he’s still completely dressed as he straightens and makes quick work of my jeans and underwear. “Gods you’re beautiful. Touch yourself.” He commands and my whole body heats at his penetrating gaze.

      As if on autopilot I slide my hand slowly down my stomach before stopping at the juncture of my thighs. Archer spreads my legs wide his gaze completely on my hand as I slowly start circling my clit and he groans. “Do you know how fucking hard I am for you, little mate?”

      “Show me,” I moan and he sucks in a sharp breath at the command but there’s a fire in his eyes as he does just that. He rips his shirt over his head and starts working on his jeans kicking his boots off. He palms his cock stroking it in time with my fingers and a shudder runs through me at the sight.

      My free hand is holding on to the counter for dear life and I wiggle a little feeling amazing but also desperate for the man in front of me. “Fuck this,” he says grabbing my legs at the knees and lifting them over his shoulders. He inhales sharply before diving in and lapping at me batting my fingers away. “I’m going to make you come on my tongue. Hold onto the counter and don’t let go,” there’s a deep growl in his voice as he says the words.

      Doing as he says I grip the edge of the counter tightly in both hands and ride out the sensations as Archer sucks my clit between his teeth nipping it lightly. My back arches and my legs are shaking uncontrollably on his shoulders. Archer grins against me before flattening out his tongue and licking all the way up my seam.

      “Archer,” I yell as I feel the beginnings of the orgasm building within me. It may be the most powerful orgasm I have ever felt. He just grins sucking on my clit to move lower and spears me with his tongue. I grip the counter so hard my knuckles turn white as he continues to thrust his tongue inside me a couple more times before pulling away his mouth glistening with my juices.

      “Come for me, mate.” He commands swirling his tongue around my clit again before nipping it once more. He hadn’t been lying about making me see stars colors burst in my vision as a roar bursts from my mouth and I think I black out for a second because when my vision returns I’m in Archer’s arms and he is heading to the stairs to his bedroom.

      “Archer, what are you doing?” I mumble a weak protest but he just keeps walking.

      “My wolf is riding me hard to scent mark every inch of you before we meet with the other alphas.”

      “Oh,” I whisper almost in disappointment. It’s just his wolf then? The man doesn’t actually want me.

      “But I plan to fucking enjoy every second of you in my bed, little mate. I don’t want any of those bastards scenting you unless our scents are mixed all over your creamy skin.” He growls.

      I relax a little at his words. He is trying to play the dominance game with the other alphas and doesn’t want them touching what’s his. It sounds barbaric but makes me grin. Being his makes me feel beautiful and powerful.

      He kicks open the bedroom door suddenly and strides inside in two long steps before tossing me in the giant bed. It doesn’t escape my notice that this will be the first time we have been in a bed together but all thoughts flee my brain as he nuzzles my neck.

      Archer’s eyes flash gold as he looks down at me. His wolf is close to the surface as his lips meet mine and a growl is muffled by the kiss. Archer doesn’t tease and ask for entrance into my mouth, he demands it. Taking my bottom lip between my teeth until I’m gasping and he dives in tongue dueling with mine.

      Breaking the kiss he places teasing kisses down my throat before tracing my mate mark with his tongue. I try to wiggle not able to sit still with all his attention on me and my pussy is soaked. “Archer, please.” I beg. I don’t know how much more teasing I can take.

      “Please what, mate?” He grins licking at my collar bone and moving lower. I squirm as he nips at my skin and his fingers pluck at my nipple.

      “I need you.” I squirm again but it’s useless.

      “Need to scent you. Then I’ll fuck this pussy until you can’t walk straight.” He nuzzles his face between my breasts his hands continuously roaming my body and tangling in my hair.

      My hands fist in the sheets. Tentatively, I reach out a hand to grab his shoulder and his eyes flash gold for a second as he growls, “touch me, Jara. I want your scent all over my skin too.”

      That’s all the encouragement I need to run both hands down his back and into his long hair. He shudders as I trace the thick muscles over his shoulders and lift up placing a tentative kiss there.

      His fingers make a heated path up my legs from my ankles to the juncture between my thighs so slowly that I feel as if I might combust if he doesn’t quicken his pace. “Mmm, you’re dripping for me pretty girl. Do you need something mate?”

      “Fuck, Archer. I need you to fuck me.” I blurt out the words thrashing as he pushes a thick finger inside me. His mouth covers mine in a searing kiss and my fingers thread through his hair holding him there.

      I wrap my legs around his hips trying to pull him to me but he just chuckles against my lips. “I need to prep you little mate. You’re too tight for the things I want to do to you.” He says and I feel a second finger join the first.

      He twists them as he thrusts them inside of me all the while rubbing circles on my clit with his thumb. My nails scrape at his scalp and he rumbles in approval just before he flips me over onto my stomach. “Get up on your knees.”

      I do as commanded and bend my knees up underneath me. Archer’s fingers thrust back inside me and his free hand he squeezes my ass before moving to the other cheek and giving it the same attention.

      He molds his chest to my back nuzzling the back of my neck before putting a soft almost tender kiss there. “Ready, mate?” He rumbles in my ear but before I can respond his fingers are gone and his thick hard cock is slamming into my entrance nearly pitching me forward. I cry out in a mixture of alarm and pleasure as Archer stills. The hand on my hip is holding me so tight that I know I will have bruises.

      I squirm attempting to get him to move but a hard slap to my ass startles me heat floods me as the mixture of pleasure and pain causes me to moan. “So, you like it a little rough, Jara?” He groans. “I could feel you gushing when I spanked you. This is a fun new development isn’t it? I like seeing my handprint on your ass, marking you in another way.”

      “Yes, Archer. Please move. Fuck me already.” He sucks in a sharp breath at my begging before he pulls out all the way to the tip. The protest dies quickly on my tongue as he thrusts back in just as forcefully as before.

      “You are mine, Jara. Mine to pleasure and take pleasure from but also an extension of me. You will act as alpha female should during the peace talks and support me in all my decisions.” I have no idea how he got out that sentence while thrusting in and out of me but despite his cruel words my orgasm slams into me then taking my breath away. I squeeze his cock inside of me as sparks swirl in my vision and Archer roars out his own release flopping to the side and pulling me into him.

      I lay there replaying his words in my mind but internally shake my head. I’m sure it’s just the upcoming summit that has him so clipped and angry. When people are worried about something they often lash out in anger and I know it’s always a risk to have that many alphas together in one place. It could start a war and no one wants another war between the packs. It would be disastrous for all of us.

      “I understand. I will support you.” I say as I absently trace the lines in his abs. My eyes are getting heavy and a yawn escapes.

      “Do not shower. I want you marked in every way possible for the summit tomorrow.” His hand runs through my hair and it’s almost soothing.

      “Are you going to shower?” I ask around another yawn.

      It’s a few seconds of silence and my eyes start to close so I’m not even sure I heard his whispered words or not as he says, “no, I want to smell like you too, always.”
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      I have no idea why I’m doing this as I slip out of bed and pull a pair of track shorts on before heading down to the kitchen. My phone is still playing music through the speakers in the house and I quickly turn the volume down a little in case it wakes my mate. Centuries by Fallout Boy plays quietly as I turn the stove back on and reheat the sautéed mushrooms and the steak and setting the oven to reheat the potatoes.

      My wolf is too close to the surface demanding that we feed her. She started dinner with the intention of feeding us and now that we derailed it we must feed her. He’s really starting to be a pain in my ass but he has a point we need to provide better for our mate.

      I finish up dinner as My Chemical Romance blasts through the speakers and grab the two plates and carry them up the stairs to my sleeping mate. She looks so peaceful in sleep that I almost don’t want to wake her but the smell of the food must cut through her haze of sleep because she groans stretching her arms over her head and the blanket falls to her waist giving me the perfect view of her pert breasts nearly causing me to groan as I grow hard again.

      “Did you heat up dinner?” She asks and I’m not sure if it’s confusion or suspicion on her beautiful face.

      “Well, I am the one that derailed your lovely meal and sent you into a coma,” I tease her and wince mentally. What the hell? I’m not supposed to be teasing. I need to be careful. This woman could change everything and endanger my pack if I’m not.

      “Thank you,” she says scooting over to one side of the bed as if expecting me to sit. My wolf urges me forward. He always wants to be near Jara. I have to keep reminding him that’s not always possible.

      I want to sit and have dinner with her but if I do will this start something that I can’t finish? Will I just be letting her think that I can be something I’m not? I hand her the plate indecision warring inside of me as Jara looks at me with raised eyebrows before I finally decide to sit with her. It’s just dinner, right?

      Jara’s smile brightens as she begins digging into her food. A tiny moan escapes her and it reminds me of what we did in this bed only an hour ago. I need to get a hold of myself or we will never leave this bed again.

      “So, what was your life like in Grayson’s pack?” I ask just to fill the quiet and because I want to learn everything about my mate. My wolf perks up his ears wanting the same.

      “I’m sure you got a good look at what my life had been like. I pretty much kept to myself for obvious reasons. I had my little cabin in the woods just inside the border of the pack lands. Nobody bothered me there.”

      “Seems kind of lonely. Wolves are pack animals they need touch. How did you survive so isolated?” I whisper sadly. My instinct tells me to rub against her to give her the touch she was so starved for in Grayson’s pack. My wolf whines in my mind wanting to do just that but I hesitate.

      I can’t show weakness but is offering comfort really a weakness? I offer other members of my pack comfort when they need it. It’s part of what makes them loyal to me as alpha.

      I finish quickly running a hand through her hair and down her arm. “It wasn’t so bad,” she says. “I am strong enough to endure it.” She shrugs.

      “You shouldn’t have had to though.” My anger surfaces at the damn alpha who mistreated her. He let his pack treat her like dirt and this beautiful woman endured it. She sets her plate to the side and nuzzles into my chest. I have to wonder if that is the wolf or the woman because Jara hasn’t initiated touch with me before now and she is clearly starved for it.

      We sit in comfortable silence and I can’t help wondering what the peace talks will bring. It could be a success with tentative peace or it could bring all out war. No one wants the latter. Least of all me.

      Jara traces circles along my chest and it’s so soothing I find my eyes starting to close. I know I shouldn’t. I should get up and leave right now. Work on final preparations for the trip but I can’t make myself break the one truly peaceful moment I have had in such a long time that I don’t even fight it when sleep begins to take over and I pull Jara closer.
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      I blink awake and the early morning light filters through the curtains and I tighten my arm around my beautiful mate who is laying her head on my chest and so peaceful in sleep I don’t want to move and wake her but if we don’t get moving we will be late and I hate being late. I stretch my arms out and move Jara off me slowly but she groans trying to snuggle closer. “I haven’t slept that good in forever,” she mumbles into my neck and her proximity along with her whole body lined up with my side has my cock hardening painfully.

      “We have to go, little mate. We have the summit and we can’t be late.” I growl when her hand circles me through my athletic shorts. She’s much bolder half asleep like this or maybe it’s because I told her she could touch me and then gave her comfort. I’m not complaining it’s just we are in a hurry.

      “You can’t go anywhere like that, Archer. Let me help you.” She strokes me through my shorts and holy fuck it feels amazing.

      “I’ll take a cold shower.” Her eyes glower at that suggestion and for a second I forget why that would anger her.

      “You want to wash my scent off rather than let me help with this? Fine.” She turns away from me and I curse myself mentally before getting up and stomping to the door.

      “I’m not washing your scent off, Jara but we don’t have time to do all the things I want to do to that gorgeous body.” Her skin flushes red. “Do not take a shower.” I remind her leaving the room. I need to remind Angela of what is expected of her in our absence.

      I jog to her little house nearby and pass several busy pack members loading up the car. I would rather shift and run but the meeting is on neutral territory. The Fae wouldn’t appreciate two wolves showing up and running through their city and the humans would freak the fuck out.

      I raise my fist to knock on Angela’s door but she swings it open before I get the chance. “I know what is expected of me, Alpha. Isn’t this a little late for you to just be waking up?” She raises a taunting brow at me as if she knows but then I realize that she probably smells Jara all over me and I shrug.

      “I got really good sleep last night.”

      “I’m sure that’s not all you got last night,” she chuckles. “And probably this morning.”

      “That’s enough out of you. Don’t let the pack burn down while we are gone. And make sure someone keeps the pups in line.” I give her a stern look.

      “So teaching them how to make Molotov cocktails is out of the question? Damn whatever will we do with ourselves?” She grins and I shake my head as I stride away. Her cackling growing quiet as I make my way back to my home.

      Walking inside I breathe in deeply. I don’t think I will ever get over how happy I am to have her citrus and vanilla scent mixing with my own all over the house. It’s fucking Heaven.

      Jara walks down the stairs and I’m shocked at how amazing she looks. Her caramel hair is pulled up in a sleek high ponytail. The black skirt she wears hugs her curves going to her knees. The rest of her long toned legs showing below it down to feet that are in low heels. Her white button down shirt shows just the hint of cleavage but is still classy and sophisticated. It is the perfect outfit for the summit.

      I make it to her in two long strides and breathe a sigh of relief when I still smell myself all over her. “You may be too sexy in that. I wish I could put you in baggy sweats so no one could ever see those toned legs that were wrapped around me less than 24 hours ago.”

      “You’ll just have to settle for having your scent all over me in this. We’re running late go get dressed and I will find us something for breakfast.” She pats my cheek then moves in to kiss it but I turn my head taking her lips with my own. She gasps giving me the perfect opportunity to deepen the kiss but I back off because she’s not wrong. We are running behind.

      I turn and take the stairs two at a time making sure not to look back at the dazed look I am sure is all over her face right now chuckling under my breath.

      I dress quickly in a charcoal gray suit, black shirt and tie. I put on the uncomfortable dress shoes and take a look in the mirror. I look formidable as I should. I pull my hair back in a bun at the back of my head and decide this is as good as it’s going to get.

      I’m lost in my head worrying about the summit when a quiet gasp sounds from the bottom of the stairs. Jara’s eyes are wide and heated. The scent of her desire fills the room and my wolf rumbles a growl of happiness that our mate wants us. I have to remind him we can’t have her right now. The pack comes first and if we miss the peace talks we are likely at war with anyone who would want to challenge us for our territory. It is nice to know that my mate desires me though.

      “Are you ready to go?” I raise a brow at her and she nods before handing me a bag with several breakfast sandwiches in it that were in the freezer ready to be microwaved. My wolf preens at the gesture. Our mate is taking care of us making sure we eat. His primal instincts are so out of whack sometimes.

      I hold my elbow out to Jara and she surprises me by placing her hand in the crook of it just as an alpha couple is expected to in any pack. The pack is watching us as we make our way to the passenger side of the car and I open the door for her and helping her inside.

      Closing her door I round the car before getting in the driver’s side and starting the engine. Jara groans as she takes a bite of the sandwich and I start to wonder at the insanity of spending any time in a car with her making those noises with her tanned legs on display.

      “Sorry, we don’t have anything like that in my old pack. It tastes so good.” She looks away blushing.

      “Don’t ever apologize for enjoying food. We have to enjoy the little things in life, plus I happen to enjoy the sounds you make.” I wink over at her putting a hand on her knee and rubbing my thumb back and forth absently for a while.

      “You should eat those before they get cold.” She insists and I wonder if her wolf is riding her as hard as mine is me. She looks very interested in my eating habits right now and her eyes flash. I move my hand from her knee and grab one of the sandwiches taking a huge bite almost entirely for her benefit but she isn’t wrong and the flavor bursts across my tongue. Who knew that frozen microwaveable processed crap could taste so good?

      “That is very good, Jara. Thank you for thinking of me and making so many. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I smelled this.” I take another huge bite finishing it easily in two bites. Jara looks pleased with herself as she takes another bite humming to herself in satisfaction. I like that she seems happy right now and that she feels the need to provide for me and make me happy the same way my wolf longs to do the same for her. It’s a really strange feeling. Wanting no needing to provide for another person. I’m not sure I like it but the happy smile on Jara’s face right now makes the strange feeling worth it.

      I just wonder how long before I mess this up again? How long can I keep those happy smiles on her face?
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      When we get to the summit we are ushered to our suite. It’s a large space but lacks any real charm. It’s your standard hotel room with the same pictures on the walls uncomfortable couches and a second room with a huge king sized bed. I eye the bed. We have only slept in the same bed once and though it was amazing I’m not sure how Archer feels about sharing a space like this. He’s usually distant and cold but in the last day he has been a lot different.

      I wonder if this is something I can learn to expect from him or if I’m always going to feel this unsettled in our relationship. I have no idea who this mate of mine really is. “Come, mate. It’s time to go meet with the other alphas.”

      Taking a deep breath to steal myself for seeing Grayson again, I loop my hand through Archer’s offered elbow and hold my head high just like my mother taught me. Do not show fear or weakness not even to an alpha.

      Breathe Jara you can do this. Grayson can’t hurt you anymore. As long as you are respectful and don’t mess anything up, we can get through this. I give myself a mental pep talk as Archer watches me closely.

      “Don’t look them in the eye too long and don’t turn your back on them when they are speaking to you. I know you are strong but you must treat them with deference.” Archer whispers close to my ear and I offer him a jerky nod.

      I know this already. I don’t want to start another fight though when everything has been civil the last day or so. I just want to get through the summit without any incidents and go back home to figure out my place in the pack.

      Home? Has it really been a home? Does it feel like home already? I’m not even sure where that thought came from but I guess it is my home now even if it doesn’t really feel like it yet. It will eventually, right?

      We make it to the meeting room just as the six other alphas are walking through the doors some with mates and some without which makes me wonder if what Rochelle said was true. Grayson and another alpha whose name I don’t know are without mates so why would it matter if Archer doesn’t have one? Or is it just weighing on him because of what has become of all his other choices in mates?

      Is Archer just paranoid or are the other alphas just so threatened by him that they hold him to a higher standard or is it more than that?

      I see alpha Kyle and his mate Bonnie and nod to them as Archer leads us to our seats. The room is bright and airy with huge floor to ceiling windows that overlook the ocean. Archer’s seats have the windows behind us and I can tell he’s tense. I don’t particularly care for the open glass at my back either and I’m sure this is meant as a power play with the rest of the alpha council.

      They are going out of their way to make him uncomfortable and I straighten a little in my seat as Archer helps me into my chair before Archer takes his own. I lock eyes briefly with each alpha except for Grayson. I can’t look at him right now. The rejection is still too fresh in my mind. Archer looks at me pointedly. I smile back at him and avert my eyes from all the alphas.

      “What is she doing here?” Grayson sneers and I shoot him a dark look. I hold his eyes a second longer than is appropriate and Archer squeezes my thigh beneath the table.

      “Mates are welcomed at the peace talks, are they not?” Archer says pointedly turning his head so everyone can see his mate mark. I do the same and a few gasps fill the room.

      “You were mated?” Kyle asks me staring at me in the eyes.

      “That was part of the deal so I didn’t have to go rogue after a very public rejection from my fated mate, but you already knew that.” I raise an eyebrow at Alpha Kyle. He doesn’t get to judge me when his friend did what he did and I had to pick between impossible choices.

      “She’s a rejected mate who was the bottom of the barrel for Archer who had several mates die on his watch she shouldn’t even be here.” Grayson growls and even Kyle looks a little taken aback by his friend’s words.

      “We are here for peace and you object to Alpha Archer’s mate? Weren’t you the one who offered the deal to give her family honor if she took this deal?” An alpha I don’t know who sits at the head of the table raises a skeptical brow at Grayson.

      “Yes, I offered that but I didn’t think Alpha Archer would make her his alpha female. What a disgrace.”

      Archer stands up angrily and I put a hand on his arm in reassurance. I don’t want the talks to devolve in the first five minutes because of me. “I am a strong alpha female. I didn’t deserve what my fated mate did to me just so he could continue to fuck the females of the pack.” I say quietly as I stand up from my seat.

      “Alpha Archer saw in me what the fates did and saved me from going rogue. I am most grateful to him but I didn’t have any say in being rejected by you, so you shouldn’t get a say in whether I am here as the Alpha Female of the Everette pack.” I hold his gaze longer than is appropriate but no one not even Grayson says a word until I sit back down threading my fingers with Archer’s under the table. I’m hoping the show of strength will get the summit back on track and notice the other four alpha females smiling at me. Even Bonnie nods to me in understanding.

      “I believe with that speech, Jara of the Everette pack has a right to be here as the alpha female of the Everette pack. Do we all agree?” The alpha at the head of the table asks and everyone but Kyle and Grayson nod. Kyle’s mate looks at him briefly before shaking her head. I wonder what more is going on here. Is there some bigger plot going on to take over the Everette pack?

      What about Angela and the Cubs and all the pack members I’ve met that didn’t outright hate me from the beginning? Will something bad happen to them? I hope not.

      I barely listen as I eat and the trade talks start making my head spin. So many of these alphas are set in their ways they won’t even trade with Archer. He uses human technology and they refuse to adapt. I wonder what will happen to these packs in the future if our territory is encroached on by humans. What will happen to all of us sitting in this room?

      “Shouldn’t we at least try to adapt a little bit?” I ask at the same time Kyle starts to speak and I cringe. Well shit. We spoke at the same time so there is no way he can see it as a slight, right?

      “What the fuck, Archer? Has no one taught your reject not to talk over an alpha?” I look between the two of them but they are not looking at me. They are looking at each other.

      “What?” I ask softly. “I didn’t mean to disrespect you, Alpha Kyle. I didn’t realize you were going to speak at the same time as me.” I chew on my lip as I watch the two alphas square off. Archer looks over at me with distain and I shrink under his gaze. How had I been so comfortable with him only hours ago and now I feel like he is angry with me?

      “What the fuck is she doing interrupting an alpha? Grayson is right. She is a disgrace as an alpha female.” Me and all the other females gasp at his words, even his own mate as she watches him from his side.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt you, Alpha Kyle. I meant to explain myself. I don’t want to be an alpha female for anyone but Archer. I didn’t mean to interrupt. We both spoke at the same time.”

      “You’re right, Jara, there is no reason for this.” Alpha Kyle’s mate says as she glares at him but he continues glowering at me.

      “It was obviously an accident.” The head of the council’s mate says looking at him pointedly.

      “She is new and should have known her place during these negotiations. Archer is at fault for not explaining things to her.” The head of the council says brusquely and if Archer could kill with his gaze I would be dead. Well isn’t this just great? He isn’t even trying to defend me.

      “And what exactly dear mate is the alpha females place at these negotiations?” She glares at her mate. This woman is a total badass and I like her a lot.

      “I refuse to continue talks with that disrespectful bitch in the room,” Kyle shouts and even though Archer is angry with me he’s on his feet in a second his hands balled at his fists at his sides.

      “What she did wasn’t intentional, but continue to dishonor my mate and you will deal with me.” He practically roars the words staring Kyle down. How the hell has this devolved so quickly? Why are tempers so hot? Did they come into this meeting looking for an excuse to hurt Archer and the pack?

      “What are you going to do, Archer? Start a war over a stupid rejected female who doesn’t know when it’s okay to open her mouth? I’ll give you a hint, the only time a female should open her mouth is to put a dick in it.” Grayson chimes in and all the females in the room gasp. I’m supremely thankful in this moment that I didn’t mate with him. I have never known this ugly cruel side of him.

      Archer launches himself over the table at Grayson’s crude words before I can get a hand on him and gets a solid punch to his face and a couple to his ribs before two other alphas pull him back.

      “I saw the nasty pack whores you fucked the night before you were supposed to be mated. I got the better end of this deal. You are a weak alpha.” Archer snarls at Grayson pulling away from the other men easily and turning his back on Grayson to walk back over to me. Grayson hisses angrily at the disrespect but doesn’t move to challenge Archer again.

      “That is enough!” The head alpha slams his hand down on the table so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t crack. “These talks are over for the day. Everyone go cool your tempers off and we will reconvene tomorrow afternoon.”

      I touch Archer’s arm but he jerks away leaving me feeling rejected again but this time hurts way worse than Grayson’s rejection ever did. Kyle notices and his eyes dance with laughter at seeing my pain and I turn away from him before I even think about what I’m doing.

      Someone grabs my arm roughly and I swing around ready to punch the person but Kyle’s hand is faster grabbing my wrist and squeezing so hard I know there will be bruising. I heal fast but not fast enough. “Now you would strike an alpha?” He growls.

      “I would strike out at anyone who grabs me so violently or touches me without my permission.” I glare back at him. He has no right to think he can just grab me like that. He may be an alpha but he’s not my alpha.

      “You dare touch my mate?” Archer roars grabbing Kyle up by his shirt practically knocking me on my ass in the process. If it weren’t for the head of the council’s mate reaching out and steadying me I would have fallen and been even more humiliated.

      “Thank you,” I tell her as I back away from what is sure to be another fight.

      “You’re welcome. My name is Lynn and all the females have decided to meet in the sun room in the morning to see if we can fix this mess.” She smiles kindly at me.

      “I don’t know why you would want me to be a part of that. My mere presence caused this.” I shake my head still watching Archer. He has Kyle lifted up off the ground and is whispering angrily to him. I can’t hear what he’s saying but Kyle’s face pales and he nods once before Archer drops him to the floor.

      “You are the Alpha Female of the Everette pack and I can tell you will do good things. These alphas are too hot tempered for their own good. We are meant to balance them and that is exactly what we intend to do. See you in the sun room tomorrow, Jara.”

      “Thank you, Lynn, I will see you tomorrow.” I smile at her. This woman who just met me hours ago has more faith in me than almost anyone else in my life. It warms my insides until I look up into Archer’s cold glare. Well fuck, this is going to be a problem.  If he doesn’t trust me or have any kind of faith in me then how will any of this work? I don’t see how it can.
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      Humiliated isn’t strong enough of a word for what I feel right now. Yes, Jara was standing up for a way of life that I embrace and was trying to get them to trade with us but why couldn’t she keep her mouth shut? I try to reason with myself that tempers were already high and no matter what Jara did even if she acted like the perfect alpha mate they still would have found some way to tear her down. She just gave them the perfect opportunity to start problems.

      It doesn’t stop the cold fury running through me at her but also Kyle and Grayson. When Jara touches my arm as if to comfort me I jerk away from her. She doesn’t get to touch me right now when she’s the cause of my anger. I can’t be held responsible for what I might do as my whole body literally vibrates with rage.

      I tilt my head back looking to the ceiling and pinching the bridge of my nose looking for calm but it doesn’t come. “Now you dare strike an alpha?” Kyle roars and I turn to find him with his hands on my mate. Mine. My wolf snarls in my mind and I don’t even hear her response to him as I push myself between them and grab Kyle by the collar of his shirt and lift him several inches from the ground.

      “You dare touch my mate?” I snarl at him. My wolf is super close to the surface, now. Kyle gulps loudly and I know I have him scared.

      “She turned her back on me and when I grabbed her arm she tried to punch me. I think she needs a few lessons in respect, Archer.”

      “And you think you’re the one to give her those lessons, Kyle? You ever touch my mate again and I will challenge you and then during the challenge I will shred the fucking skin from your body while you scream for mercy. You won’t find any mercy from me though. People that try to do harm to what is mine get an excruciatingly slow painful death. Do not make that mistake twice, alpha.” I sneer the last word because in my eyes he’s too weak to be a good alpha. I watched him cheat on his mate. None of these alphas have any honor.

      Kyle’s face pales and a slightly evil grin crosses my face as I drop him and he tumbles to the floor. I turn to find Jara cradling her wrist while talking to Lyn the head of the council’s mate in hushed tones. I don’t even think she realizes she’s doing it but the bruises on her wrist make me want to turn around and beat Kyle bloody.

      Jara must see where my eyes are because just as I turn to beat the life out of the stupid alpha there’s a small hand on my arm. I tense at first. “Archer, he’s not worth it, c’mon.” She tries to steer me from the room but she’s much smaller than me.

      I let her guide me out the door but the second we are in the hall, I lift her over my shoulder. I need to get her to the room and check her arm and my strides are much faster than hers. “Archer, what the hell? Why are you always throwing me over your damn shoulder?” She shouts.

      “Be quiet, Jara.” I growl and continue until we get to the room we were given.

      Dropping her on the bed, I stand over her with my arms crossed over my chest. She shrinks into the mattress under my glare chewing on her lip. Even mad at her I want to reach out and stop her from shredding those perfect pink lips. “Take it off,” I growl pointing at her shirt.

      “Archer, we need to talk about this.” My eyes widen as I realize what she’s thinking is happening here.

      “We will but my wolf is banging at the cage in my mind and needs to see if there is any bruising on your arm like on your wrist. So. Take. It. Off.” I bite out the last few words. If she doesn’t get it off in the next thirty seconds I’m going to shred the damn thing with my claws.

      Finally she starts fiddling with the buttons and removing the material. I can’t help but admire her beauty as she reveals herself to me and apparently my dick didn’t get the memo that I’m angry with her right now because when she reveals her breasts in the white lace bra it hardens painfully.

      I stare longer than necessary and my wolf growls in my mind as I reach a hand out to trace her cleavage over the top of the lace. Right. Archer, stop thinking with your dick. I snatch my hand back as Jara clears her throat and pulls the fabric down over her shoulders.

      A rumble tears through my chest as I see the dark purple handprint on my mate’s pale skin. Mine. I turn to do I don’t know what. Maybe kill the fucking alpha that put his fucking handprint on her but she stops me. “Archer, wait.”

      “I can’t talk to you right now. I’m too fucking humiliated and angry to have this conversation. I need some space and maybe a run. Stay here. Don’t leave this room without me. They obviously have a huge issue with you being here and Kyle already hurt you. If he touches you again I will go to war.” I don’t even wait for a response before striding out the door and slamming it behind me. I know she will listen. She doesn’t want war either and she definitely doesn’t want a war to start over her.

      I find a quiet lounge area and sit in a brown overstuffed chair to think. My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out already knowing who it is without looking. “Is everything all right?” I ask Angela by way of greeting.

      “Yeah the Cubs loved learning to make Molotov cocktails and there was only a little fire damage.” I growl even though I know she is fucking with me. I’m not in the mood. “Um, alpha everything okay?”

      The hesitance there unnerves me a bit. She only calls me alpha when she’s worried about something and right now it’s the deteriorating peace talks. “Jara fucked everything up humiliating me in the process,” I grunt.

      “What? How? There has to be more to this?” I shake my head at her words because no. It is that simple.

      “She spoke out of turn interrupting Kyle and all hell broke loose.” I sigh.

      “So, she spoke her mind even though one of those misogynistic assholes didn’t speak to her first. Is that what you’re telling me? And that she just happened to speak at the same time as Alpha Kyle and he is taking it as a personal insult. You fucking alphas.”

      “Watch it, Angela.” I bark into the phone.

      “You knew Kyle was gunning for you. You should have seen this coming. What did she say that pissed everyone off?”

      “We were doing trade negotiations and just like every year I was ignored completely. No one wants to be the pack that uses human technology. Jara said that maybe we should adapt to the times.” I grumble the words because I already know what’s coming. It’s not the fact that she stood up for the way our pack lives it’s that she spoke out of turn. I may not have the same outlook as they do but when it comes to peace talks the women aren’t supposed to speak unless spoken to.

      “You’re blaming her for this? When she was clearly defending our way of life? I know you better than that, Archer.”

      “You know how the other alphas are. Women should speak only when spoken to. I don’t believe it but that’s the way those meetings usually go. It was chaos and an embarrassment.” I pinch the bridge of my nose looking for patience but finding none.

      “Did you tell her this before you got there? Did you explain anything to her at all?” By her tone she already knows the answer to that question so I grunt something unintelligible. “Fuck, Archer. You need to talk to your mate. This is fucking ridiculous.”

      The line goes dead and I curse under my breath. Angela is really pissed and she’s not exactly wrong but talking to Jara with all this rage and shame coursing through me is not the greatest idea.

      I wander around the hotel lobby until I find the bar. Picking a stool in the corner with my back to the wall I order a scotch. The bar is pretty empty and there are some human sports games on the large TV’s. The lights are dim except for the bright blue glow behind the bar that shows all the different shelves of liquor on it.

      I don’t even have my drink yet when a scantily clad human girl walks over to me. “Hi there.” She batts her obviously fake eyelashes at me.

      “Not interested.” I grunt. There is nothing about this girl or any other girl that appeals to me. Only Jara. We have to find a way to make this work. I won’t lose her like the others. I refuse to let her go. She is the only one I want.

      “Let me buy you a drink.” The girl persists.

      “I said I’m not interested. I’m married. Go away.”

      “I don’t see a ring.” She grumbles but finally flips her hair and walks away mumbling, “your loss.” No it’s definitely not my loss.

      The bartender finally comes back with my drink when someone comes and sits in the chair next to me at first I think it’s another human girl but when I look over it’s Lynn. “Your mate will not be pleased that you’re sitting here talking to me.”

      “And why not? You’re a mated male. I just want to congratulate you on the lovely mate you chose. A strong female who isn’t afraid to speak her mind is so refreshing.”

      “Tell that to the other alphas,” I grumble still feeling completely humiliated by the whole situation. She made me look weak in their eyes like I couldn’t control my mate.

      “The other alphas are set in their ways. I have always admired the Everette pack for your willingness to adapt to the times. Some of the packs are poor and only trade with each other and you all seem to thrive always. It’s the reason so many alphas are jealous of you and your pack. If they just did what you do things would be different for all of us. I think that it’s a mistake not to adapt but my mate does not agree.” She sighs.

      “I think if we don’t adapt and the humans start encroaching on our land then the packs are doomed. My pack will survive but will yours?” I ask softly. I don’t want wolves to die out because they refuse to learn but it is an outcome I’m ready for in case the worst happens. If humans find out that we exist it could be catastrophic for us as a species.

      “I fear that outcome every day.” The bartender brings her glass of wine and she takes a sip just as a very angry Kyle storms into the bar. His eyes filled with hatred pointed at me. Well shit.

      “You. Your mate ruined everything,” he roars.

      “Seriously?” Lynn asks rolling her eyes. Shit what is going on with these women today.

      “See? Our mates would never have back talked us or flat out ignored us before you brought that stupid rejected skank into our peace talks.” I’m off my stool before he finishes his sentence. My hand wrapped around his throat and lifting him off the ground again.

      “Any disrespect you show my mate is also disrespecting me. Now choose your fucking words carefully or I will end you right here and now.” I yell in his face. I’m tired of this shit. I let go of his throat and he stumbles back awkwardly.

      “My mate won’t talk to me and it’s all your fault.” He growls. “She says I’m acting like an overgrown toddler.” Lynn chokes out a laugh at his words. “See? Your mate is turning all our women against us.”

      “Oh please,” Lynn says waving her hand in the air. “Jara has done nothing wrong. She took a deal to restore honor back to her family after your friend brutally humiliated her but you still call her reject. I think she was brave and still is brave trying to talk some sense into a bunch of Neanderthals stuck in their ways.”

      Her words hit me in the gut but I still can’t get over my anger and embarrassment from what she’s done. Now it’s made it worse and the mates are letting them know they are being hard headed. This doesn’t bode well for any talks of peace this weekend.

      “Thanks for the talk, Lynn. I need to go have a chat with my mate.”

      “Yeah maybe teach her some fucking respect and show her her place.” Kyle grumbles but I ignore him. Jara’s place is at my side and if she has something to say as far as I’m concerned she can say it as long as we are in private.

      “Go easy on her, Alpha Archer. She meant no harm.”

      “I know, Lynn. I know,” I say but still I’m fuming and I don’t know who I’m more angry at, Jara or Kyle.
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      There’s a pounding on the door to our suite but I know better than to open it. It could be any one of the alphas come to tell me where my place is. The memory of Grayson who I once thought I loved telling me the only time I should open my mouth is to suck a dick still makes me shudder. How could I have ever thought I loved that man?

      He openly had sex with pack whores the night before our supposed mating. The idea makes me sick. I mean wolves especially unmated wolves are extremely open with their sexuality and often have orgies during the moon festival but we were supposed to be fated. My disgust wars with my relief that I didn’t actually mate with that barbaric asshole.

      “Jara, I know you’re in there.” Grayson’s voice grates on my nerves. He’s the last person I want to see right now. “I watched Archer leave. Open the door. I want to talk to you.”

      “You think I’m stupid, Grayson? I’m not opening that door,” I yell back at him. He’s gotta be fucking stupid if he thinks I’m just going to open the door. This was deliberate. He waited until Archer was gone.

      “Open the damn door, Jara. Now.” He roars and I nearly jump from the couch but stop and cock my head to the side. That’s an ingrained reaction since he used to be my alpha. I wonder if his alpha command ever worked on me?

      “You’re not my alpha anymore Grayson, I don’t have to listen to you anymore.” I yell back at him. “My mate definitely wouldn’t want you alone in my suite with me but if you would like to chat then you’re more than welcome to sit outside the door until he comes back.” I grin at the growl I hear from the other side of the door.

      “What the fuck are you doing outside my door, Grayson?” Archer yells then there’s a thud. “Did my mate let you in?” The door knob rattles then there’s another thud that sounds like Grayson was dropped like a sack of potatoes.

      “No, the stupid bitch wouldn’t let me in,” he coughs between words then grunts again.

      “Call her that one more time, Grayson and I will castrate you. Have fun fucking pack whores without a dick.” Archer rumbles before unlocking the door and opening it. “Get away from my room and don’t come around my mate again without me present.” He slams the door in Grayson’s face and turns the lock.

      His eyes are still cold and hard as he looks at me. I changed into one of the skimpy pajama sets Angela had found for me. It’s a light blue silk tank top and sleep shorts. My legs are folded under me on the couch but I see him eyeing them. “Did you open the door dressed like that, little mate?”

      “I haven’t opened the door at all.” I answer with my head held high. I hold his eyes as long as is appropriate and he nods in understanding.

      “I can’t believe you humiliated me like that, Jara. It’s not just speaking over Kyle but speaking out of turn at all during those meetings makes me look weak. If I can’t control my mate I can’t control my pack.”

      “Control your mate?” I ask dryly. “You wouldn’t have to control me if you would have told me how to support you during that shit show.” I am using my calmest voice but inside I’m livid. How can he expect me not to mess up if he doesn’t communicate the rules to me?

      “You said you knew how things worked.” He throws his hands up in the air clearly frustrated. “You said you have been learning from a young age what is expected of the alpha female.”

      “Not in a hostile situation like this.” I yell back. “I was taught to always put my pack and my mate before all else and they were disrespecting our ways. They are my pack, right? I am the alpha female. Most of those people welcomed me and were nicer to me than the people in my old pack. I didn’t like the way they were shaming you. Refusing to trade with you because you are smarter than they are.”

      His cold mask is in place and I have no idea if I’m even getting through to him. “I mean, it doesn’t matter anyway right? I’m only your mate because you needed a mate before the peace talks. You don’t need me. Any woman would have worked for your goal.” I’m right up in his face my arms crossed over my chest to keep a little space between us.

      “Well, what are you saying, Jara? You don’t want to be mated to me? Well too fucking bad. You made this choice. I wasn’t forced on you. Are you even mine, or is this some game Grayson is playing on me? Did you let him in this room?” He’s glaring at me but his eyes tell a different story. I’m not sure if it’s anger sadness or hurt I see in his dark depths.

      “Do you smell Grayson in this room? Did you forget our mating? You took my virginity you overbearing asshole.” For the first time since we started this fight I tilt my head down. Why does this have to be so hard? Why can’t he just tell me what he needs?

      “Prove it,” he says pulling my arms from their crossed position and backing me up to the wall.

      “Prove what, Archer? I don’t know what you want from me,” I whisper trying to hold back the angry tears in my eyes.

      “Prove that you’re mine. Prove your loyalty.” His hands land on my hips and it becomes clear what he wants I bring my hands up to shove him away from me but his own snap up and curl tight around my wrists. I wince as he squeezes them the one already bruised throbs under his touch.

      “Sex doesn’t prove anything, Archer.”

      “It does to me. It proves that you’re mine.” He crowds me pushing me against the wall grinding his cock into my hip. “I always want you, Jara, even when I’m fucking angry at you for causing this mess we are in, I still fucking wanted you. Do you want me? Are you wet for me? Prove you’re mine,” he says and kisses me savagely. I put all my anger into the kiss. We are both savage. Biting licking kissing it’s all the same in this moment. The copper taste of his blood mixes with my own causing me to moan.

      Tearing fabric reaches my ears and I gasp as the cool air hits the skin of my abdomen. Archer nips at my neck hard and I groan in a mixture of pleasure and pain and reach up tearing his shirt open. Buttons going flying clacking against the tile floor. I scratch my nails down his chest to his abs and along his sides to pull him closer but the damn brick of a man doesn’t move. “You’re mine, mate.”

      “Smell me, Archer. Do I smell like anyone but you?” I ask breathily.

      “You smell like sunshine and musk the best of us.” He whispers in my ear before nipping the lobe then sucking away the sting. “But now I’m going to make sure you never forget who you belong to.” He growls before pulling my bra down and attacking my nipple with his tongue and teeth. My hands move to his hair pulling it roughly one second and digging my nails into his scalp the next holding him to me.

      “Fuck me, Archer. Now.” He stands in front of me and starts roughly pulling at the back of my bra. I see the scratches I put on his chest and lean forward to lick his nipple before biting down on it.

      “You want it rough, little mate?” He asks in a strangled voice.

      “I just wanted to mark you again because yes Archer I am yours but you are mine and I want everyone to know it.”

      “I think that’s the sexiest thing you’ve ever said to me, Jara. I can’t wait anymore. I fucking need you like I need to breathe.”

      I move my hands to my shorts pushing them down my thighs. I look up between my lashes to see Archer watching me with hooded eyes. I step out of the shorts slowly and straighten. The second I’m standing my back slams roughly into the wall and Archer’s mouth is on mine. My legs wrap around him as he lifts me up slamming his cock inside me. I scream in both pleasure and pain and Archer goes completely still.

      “Did I get too rough?” He asks looking a little scared.

      “Not too rough, feels so good.” I groan wiggling against him to get him to move. I tug at his hair to bring his mouth back to mine.

      “Maybe we should move this to the bed.” He says between kisses but I shake my head.

      “I like hard dirty angry sex with you, Archer. Stop worrying you’re going to break me and fuck me already.” That’s all the encouragement he needs before he slams into me again his one hand is holding me to the wall by my ass and the other goes to my clit pinching and circling it. My legs are shaking where they are wrapped around his waist my nails dig into his shoulders so hard the crescent moon shapes of my fingernails nearly break the skin but all I feel are the sensations Archer is driving into me. My orgasm doesn’t build so much as pushes me violently over the edge and I scream his name as wave after wave of euphoria crashes through me.

      That’s it, my mate. Come for me. Come all over my cock and bite me.” His words send a new surge of euphoria tearing through me and my wolf lunges to the surface my teeth elongate and I bite Archer in the same place I had before. His blood fills my mouth and I feel our bond like a bright gold tether growing stronger as he roars my name coming inside me.

      We are both breathing heavy as he grabs my ass in both hands his cock still inside me and begins to move us to the bedroom. When he lays me out on the bed a self-satisfied grin crosses his full lips. I’m so dazed by that orgasm that it almost doesn’t register that he’s kissing me again. His dick is still hard against my thigh and I squirm. “I told you I always want you,” he says breaking the kiss.

      Reaching out, I wrap my fingers around him and his groan of need fills the room along with my panting breaths. “You promised to let me explore.” I wink at him as I sit up. He flips down on his back and puts his arms behind his head.

      “Just a fair warning, babe. I may flip you over and fuck you into the bed if you explore me.” His voice is sultrier than I have ever heard and I blush bright pink. His chest rumbles and I look up at him again to see his heated gaze roaming my face and my neck. Does he like it when he makes me blush?

      “What?” I duck my head and kiss the hard planes of his chest where the scratches are already starting to heal.

      “It’s sexy as fuck knowing I can make you blush like that.” He growls as I make my way over to his nipple and suck it into my mouth swirling my tongue around it before nipping it lightly. I trace the lines of his intricate tattoos with my tongue and he moves his hands from behind his head and grabs me around the waist pulling me fully on top of him so I’m straddling his waist. His hard cock rests against my ass jerking every time I move my tongue.

      “Hmm, perhaps I want you to ride my cock instead, little mate.” His hands skim over my hips and up my sides until his hands cup my breasts. “Sit on my cock, pretty girl.”

      A pout forms on my lips and Archer chuckles and tweaks my nipples between his fingers. “I wasn’t done exploring.”

      “We have eternity to explore each other but seeing you on top of me like this has me wanting much more. Like to watch those perky breasts of yours bounce as you ride me.” His words have fresh desire leaking from my core and he grins as he pushes me back so his cock is sliding through my folds and tapping my clit. I moan in pleasure as he rolls his hips so that he’s teasing me.

      “Fuck, that feels good.” I groan and he grins.

      “Sit on it, baby. It will feel so much better.” I can’t take it anymore. I’m nearly coming from his dirty words and teasing alone so I move back so the tip of his cock is at my entrance and sit down on it hard and fast. “Fuck, Jara. That feels so good.”

      “Holy shit.” The motion made him hit that spot inside of me that nearly makes me come on the spot and I have to stop to catch my breath. Archer isn’t having any of that and thrusts up inside of me again. My scream tears through the room. “Touch yourself, Jara.”

      Archer grabs my breasts tweaking the nipples and the sensations are so good I barely register the command. I rock my hips bouncing up and down and Archer sits up changing the angle so he can suck one nipple into his mouth. I’m already spiraling and thrashing when his fingers circle my clit. Every thrust hits that spot taking me closer and closer to the edge. Archer looks up at me from my breast and our eyes lock. He grins around my nipple. He can already feel my orgasm building but he doesn’t stop. This man is going to kill me with pleasure. His fingers circle my clit in hard strokes.

      My whole body is shaking and I fist my hair with both hands. He gave me the illusion of control but he is playing my body just as he always does. My fingers dig into my scalp as he pinches my clit with two fingers and his teeth dig into my breast. Not his teeth his fangs. I crash over the edge into complete bliss as I feel our bond grow even stronger as my blood floods his mouth. He groans against my breast as I sag in his arms still feeling his hot come mixed with mine running down my leg.

      Archer’s arms wrap around me and pull my boneless body down next to him on my side as he nuzzles my neck. “It was always you I wanted Jara. Once I met you none of the other females in the pack would have been good enough. I went with the intention of finding a mate but once Grayson pulled that at the mating ceremony I bargained for you specifically. Don’t ever think you were a placeholder. You were the one I wanted.” His words are meant to settle my thoughts and they do a little but they also leave me wondering how are we going to work through our clashing personalities? I want Archer. He’s a great alpha and a great man but he’s so closed off. Can we make this work or will it all end in disaster?
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      Waking up next to Jara is dangerous. Her head rests on my chest and my arm is wrapped tightly around her. She doesn’t move as I trace my fingers over her bare arms. We don’t have anymore peace talks until the afternoon and I find myself not wanting to move from the bed. Like I said, this woman is dangerous.

      Her hand moves across my chest and I look down to see her eyes are still closed. Her hand still moves down my chest even in sleep. I’m mesmerized by how comfortable she is in sleep just tracing the lines of my chest. My fingers continue to trail softly over the skin of her arms. “Mmm,” she hums and snuggles closer.

      Am I really doing this consciously snuggling with my mate? The idea doesn’t terrify me only what this means for me and the rest of the pack. If I have too many feelings will I be seen as weak? Will my pack end in chaos? It’s what I have always been taught. My father made sure that I knew feelings were a weakness I couldn’t afford but the woman in my arms makes me feel too much in the short time we have been together.

      I need to get up put the mask back on and pretend I don’t feel anything for her. Why did I admit that I only want her? Why didn’t I let her believe what she did about just being a placeholder? I couldn’t. In the heat of the moment I couldn’t let her keep thinking that anyone would have mattered as much as she does. I could have fucked that human girl without regrets before I met Jara. I would have before I met her but now all women pale in comparison to my little mate.

      Making a decision I finally disentangle myself from my beautiful mate and head for the shower. I’m more refreshed than ever after sleeping with her in my arms and try not to think about why that is. I shower quickly and get dressed for the day when there is a knock at the door.

      “Archer, I would like to see Jara, please.” Bonnie, Kyle’s mate nods to me as she asks the question.

      “She’s asleep still, Bonnie.” I go to close the door but she puts a hand on it.

      “I need to apologize for my mate. He was out of line in many ways yesterday.” She says softly not meeting my eyes.

      “I don’t think he will see it like that. Especially after the way he hunted me down in the hotel bar last night and proceeded to tell me she was ruining everything.” I whisper so Jara doesn’t wake up and hear me. It’s not my view. I wish the women in packs were treated better it’s why my beta is female. Strength and loyalty matter more to me than gender. Some alphas think that makes me weak but it actually makes my pack stronger. They just haven’t realized that oppressing the women of the pack will only make them disloyal in the end.

      “He’s angry because I’m angry and it’s a vicious circle,” she laughs softly. “The world is changing and these other alphas don’t see that. You and your pack have always adapted and that makes the others uncomfortable. The alpha females see it but our mates are set in their ways and won’t listen to us. I just wanted to apologize to Jara and make sure she’s coming to our meeting today.”

      “Meeting?” I ask because this is the first I have heard of a meeting with the alpha females. Why didn’t Jara say anything about a meeting? Probably because when we weren’t fighting we were fucking.

      “We have decided that the women need to fix this mess.” She grins. I nod because yes I think the deterioration of the peace talks could use a woman’s touch.

      “You are probably right.” I grin. Things are changing and I’m not sure if it’s better or worse. Has Jara really turned all the alpha females against their mates or is she just changing the game? Would it have been this way had she mated Grayson? I don’t think it would have. I don’t think he would have brought her with him just so he could go fuck random humans.

      “Is this meeting at the same time that we resume peace talks?” I ask because I don’t want Jara wandering around the hotel alone especially with Kyle and Grayson gunning for her.

      “Yes in the sun room.” She nods.

      “I’ll make sure she’s there. I’ll walk her down there and pick her up when we are out for the day.”

      “That is probably the best solution to a very big problem. That mate you have there, Archer, is something special I can already tell. Don’t leave her alone while you are here and the wolves are circling.”

      “I have no intention of doing that, Bonnie. She’s mine so remind your mate that if anything happens to her, it means war.” I stare her down. I know I’m intimidating but the warning isn’t for her. She seems to understand what’s at stake if things don’t change so no, the warning isn’t for her, it’s for her mate and it’s a promise of what is to come should any harm come to my mate.

      “Understood, Alpha. I’m not sure how that message will be received but I will deliver it. Please tell Jara how sorry I am for my mates behavior yesterday. He was wrong.”

      “He told me you called him an overgrown toddler,” I chuckle and she just smirks as she walks away with a finger wave over her shoulder.

      “Who was that?” Jara says around a yawn behind me.

      “Bonnie wanted to apologize and ask if you’re going to the meeting.” I shrug as I turn around to find her standing in the doorway to the bedroom in nothing but a towel. My dick is instantly hard just looking at her. Her hair has that mussed just fucked look and I want more than anything to make that a reality.

      “What did she want to apologize for?” She frowns. “She didn’t do anything.”

      “She wanted to apologize for her mate. He found me in the bar last night and told me she said he was acting like a toddler.” A tinkling laugh escapes her at my words and I grin.

      “Well, I’m not one to talk negatively about an alpha but she wasn’t wrong.” She chuckles. It’s in this moment that I remember the bruising on her arm and wrist and look at them. The bruising has turned that sickly shade of yellow that shows it’s healing but hasn’t completely gone away yet. I won’t be happy until his handprint is completely gone from her tanned skin.

      “How are your arm and wrist?” I need to know she’s not still in pain or I might start a war right now.

      “They are almost healed. I barely feel them now.” She walks toward me her towel firmly in place and reaches up to kiss me. I bend automatically to place a searing kiss on her lips wrapping my arms around her to pull her flush with my body. She groans into my mouth as she feels my hard cock against her belly. Gods I will always want her. This woman is life.

      “Good, I may still kill Kyle for hurting you. I don’t like seeing his handprint on your skin.” I say as I run my hand down the offending bruise.

      “It’s fine, Archer. I’m fine. I promise. It will be nothing but a bad memory soon. I am not breakable.” She leans in with her head on my chest. It’s too close, too intimate but I sit there for long seconds soaking up the comfort.

      “The alpha females are meeting today?”

      “They think we can fix this but I don’t know why they think I can help. It’s my fault.” Jara sighs still snuggled against my chest.

      “They like you. Lynn told me as much when she came to the bar last night.  She basically told Kyle his mate was right when she called him an overgrown toddler.” I chuckle. The fact that the alpha females are standing up for themselves fills me with glee. It’s about time they stood up for themselves and what they believe in.

      “I still feel guilty even though hopefully good things will come from this.”

      “I think now that the heat of the moment is over that you were not completely at fault. Kyle was obviously looking for a fight though I’m not sure why. He’s always been pretty neutral.” I don’t really get the change in him all of a sudden. “You should go to the meeting so we can put all this mess behind us and try to come to a peace agreement.”

      “I will do anything I can to come to a peace agreement but I don’t like that they refuse to trade with our pack or refuse to recognize their own shortcomings.” She huffs.

      “They have nothing to trade that we need, Jara.” I rub my hands up and down her arms soothingly. This woman amazes me in her fierceness. She has only been with our pack less than a week and she is already standing up for them. It makes me proud and tells me that I did pick correctly when I bargained for her in the first place.

      I don’t tell her I would have traded anything for her but all Grayson wanted was her agreement to be mine. I wonder if he realizes yet how foolish he was to reject this beautiful female who is already turning the packs on their heads? “That’s not the point Archer. They look down on us while their own wolves live in poverty.” She shakes her head.

      “It’s their loss. They are backwards and it will either blow up in their faces or they will learn to adapt.” I shrug. It bothers me to say it and that they will never learn. It bothers me that the fate of our species may be in danger because of them but at least I know that my pack will survive. “Go shower. I need to make a call and then I’ll take you to the sun room.” I kiss her forehead and take a step back from her.

      She smiles slightly before walking into the bathroom and dropping the towel before closing the door. “Tease,” I growl and her tinkling laugh fills the space just as the door closes between us.

      Just as I am about to sit on the couch to call Angela there’s another knock on the door. Sighing I head to the door to find Alpha Callahan there. “Archer, good I was hoping to catch you before we reconvene.”

      “What can I do for you, Callahan?” I ask stiffly because I know this can’t be a social call.

      “It’s actually what I can do for you. Several packs are out to get you personally and your mate.”

      “I was made well aware of that at the peace talks yesterday. We both know that was not disrespectful to Kyle, Callahan.” I raise an eyebrow and he just nods.

      “I think it’s bigger than that though. I can’t say much because I haven’t heard anything concrete. I just wanted to give you warning. Maybe, lay off preaching about human technology and adapting to the times for now until all this garbage is behind us.”

      “You would like that wouldn’t you? You know sticking your head in the sand doesn’t stop the world from spinning. Innovations are still made and rights are given where there weren’t any before. Ignoring it doesn’t mean it’s not happening.”

      “I’m well aware of that, Archer and maybe eventually we will be as smart as you but making waves when so many are jealous and out for you and your mates blood is probably a bad idea. I have always admired you and your father’s willingness to adapt to the times and provide for your pack. I’m sure the others will come around eventually but maybe until then let’s not rock the boat.”

      “I will watch my back, Alpha. I have been doing it my whole life.” I nod and he turns to leave. I sigh and close the door. I’m not surprised there are whispers about a possible threat. They want my pack as its one of the most prosperous but the weak wolves won’t outright challenge me for it.

      Unlocking my phone, I dial Angela. “Hey Archer, what’s up?” She sounds breathless and for a second I stiffen thinking there is something wrong with the pack. “Sorry on my daily run.”

      I guess the alpha’s warning has me a little jumpy and expecting the worse. “We need to double security around pack lands. I was just warned of a possible threat to me and Jara.”

      “Then you need security. You shouldn’t be there without enforcers.” She argues and it’s an old argument we have had every year.

      “You know enforcers aren’t allowed. It’s neutral territory so peace can be agreed upon.”

      “You expect too much out of some of those alphas, Archer.” A long suffering sigh escapes her. “They have no honor.” I don’t have to be a mind reader to know exactly who she’s talking about. I can’t believe I ever thought that Grayson has a shred of decency.

      “You have no idea. Jara was treated like trash from the moment she walked into the peace talks with me yesterday and they were looking for an excuse to start a fight.” I grumble the words. “Just make sure security is doubled and call Jordan to get more alarms and security cameras.”

      “I didn’t want to tell you this until you were back but it looks like someone has been snooping around the pack house. I’m not entirely sure because I didn’t see your office before you left but there are papers that I am sure you wouldn’t have left out.”

      “My desk was completely cleared before we left. The drawers were locked but a shifter on a mission could have broken the locks. Check them to see. If we have a spy within the pack we need to find them and quick. There is something brewing here. I’m not sure what but I can feel a storm coming and we need to be ready for anything.”

      “You’re right. I’ll double patrols and get ahold of Jordan to deal with security and quietly look in to whoever is snooping around. You keep yourself and Jara safe until you can get back to pack lands. I don’t like this, Archer.”

      “I don’t either, but we will survive and adapt. We always do.” My hand is gripping the phone so tight it might crack. I can’t believe one of my own wolves would spy on me. It can’t be true, can it?

      “Archer?” Jara’s voice from the bathroom startles me. “Is everything okay?

      She’s wearing a bright green sundress that ties behind the neck and shows off her perfect cleavage. “Shit, I’m gonna kill you, Angela.”

      “She’s wearing the dress?” she asks with laughter in her voice. I really want to kill the damn beta wolf now. She did that on purpose.

      “Is this okay? I figured it would be okay since I won’t be around the other alphas. I’ll go change.” Jara turns to leave but I shake my head.

      “You look perfect. Angela go do what I asked.” I say hanging up the phone.

      “Are you sure? I can change into something else.” She chews her lip and I stand moving toward her. I swipe her plump lip with my thumb and free it from her teeth.

      “I’m sorry my reaction was wrong. You look so completely fuckable in that dress that I got hard the second I saw your long tanned legs. You look gorgeous and since you will be with the females today I won’t rip that dress off you and fuck you until you’re covered in my scent.” She groans at my words as I wrap my arms around her tiny waist.

      “I mean I’m not opposed to that but they are expecting us, Archer,” she says as I lean down and kiss my mark on her neck and a little gasp escapes her throat.

      “C’mon mate, let’s get you to the sun room so you devious females can formulate a plan to get all us big dumb alphas in line.” I chuckle as Jara rolls her eyes playfully and grabs her shoes putting them on before walking out the door in front of me.
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      Walking into the sun room I look back at Archer uncertainly. I don’t want to be away from him with the way things have been going but I caused this mess so I need to help fix it. Lynn must see my hesitation because she walks over and slips her arm through mine and leads me to the table.

      “You all remember Jara from the peace talks? I don’t think any of us can express how sorry we are for how poorly you were treated by the alphas.” Bonnie says sadly.

      “I don’t know why we even call some of them alphas anymore anyway. They were acting like children.” One of the other mates says pointedly.

      “They are still alphas, Sibyl, even if they are immature little men who shouldn’t be allowed to breed. What they called you darling was uncalled for. You had no say in what happened to you and for him to publicly shame you like that for his choice was unacceptable to me and many of us women.”

      “Thank you, Lynn,” I say a little shocked. I have never had women other than Angela and my family be so supportive though some of my cousins in the pack resented me for being fated to Grayson but they can have him.

      “I came by earlier, Jara but you were still sleeping.” Bonnie stands from her seat looking a little unsure of herself. “I wanted to apologize for my mate.”

      “I mean, you are forgiven but he isn’t. I understand you may not see things the same way but there is something bigger going on here that none of us know about and I fear that even these peace talks were meant to deteriorate. This was all by design and had Archer not mated with me they would have moved to take our pack from us which is one of the reasons they reacted so viscerally to my presence and then they adapted. If only they could adapt that well to the world around them.” I chuckle at the end. We wouldn’t be in this mess if they could just stop being so hardheaded.

      “I can’t apologize enough, Jara. I don’t know what is happening a lot of what our mates plan they do not share. I think you are correct that they are planning something but lets see if we can come up with a plan to make sure the men stay in line.” Bonnie winks at me.

      “I think that’s a great idea. Any ideas? Because I am coming up blank.” I shake my head.

      “We might each have to work on our mates and their ideals about women and our place in these kinds of talks.” One woman says.

      “That will take longer than we have for this summit,” I shrug with a grin.

      “You’re not wrong, Jara. So, let’s work on the problem at hand and then tackle the misogyny over the next several months or years.” She laughs.

      “How are we going to save the peace talks then?” I ask because I have no idea what this plan entails. I can’t see a solution to this mess in short term.

      “We are going to show a united front. We are all in for the betterment of the packs so we all do dinner tonight. Just the alpha females and tell the males to kiss our asses.” Lynn chuckles.

      “I don’t think Archer will let me. Our mating is new and he is super territorial.” I admit. I hate saying it like I’m a weak female who is ruled by her alpha mate, but the relationship is so volatile and there are threats everywhere that I am afraid to be alone outside of pack lands and in pack lands if I’m perfectly honest. Some of those females in the pack are obsessed to the point it is a little scary.

      “I meant our alphas weren’t invited darling, Archer is more than welcome to join us,” Lynn says grinning.

      “Won’t that stir more shit up?” I blurt out without thinking.

      “He’s a mated male that anyone can see only has eyes for you, dear. Our mates can see it too even if it surprises them.” Lynn laughs. “I have no idea why they would be surprised after meeting you. Grayson was an idiot, darling. But, you did well for yourself anyway.”

      “Yes I did. Archer is complicated but I know he cares deeply about his pack and their safety. It’s one of the reasons he is so willing to adapt to provide for them.” I nod looking at each woman.

      “I wish all the alphas were that way,” another female says and I notice she is practically skin and bones. How can these alphas be like this?

      “I’m sorry, I came from Grayson’s pack and they are the same way there. I am just learning how adaptive Archer’s pack is and its something I have always wanted to advocate for when I thought I would be Grayson’s mate it just worked out that I ended up in a pack that was so progressive.” I shrug. “Maybe we can talk our mates into trading some things so we all benefit.”

      I hope we can because this woman looks as if she is wasting away and if she is like this its because her pack is even worse. I have never seen an alpha female that didn’t care more about her pack members than she did herself. “I’m sorry but I don’t know what pack you run. Maybe we can provide a trade agreement that helps us all.”

      “I’m not sure if my mate will agree because of the backlash he will get from the other alphas.” She hangs her head and I see red. Her mate doesn’t care that she is literally wasting away?

      “Okay that is your task then,” Lynn says softly. “Get Malcolm to take a private meeting with Archer. No one wants your pack to starve Emily. And by the looks of you they are.” The woman Emily starts crying softly. Fucking hell what is wrong with the rest of these packs. Emily’s mate has no honor if he would rather let her and their pack starve rather than upset the other alphas.

      “This is bullshit. We are wolves not idiots. Why is anyone starving?” I’m so angry seeing this and I just don’t understand. “Everyone but Bonnie work on your mates. I will get Archer to trade with all of you. I’m sorry Bonnie but I don’t even think we can bridge the gap between Archer and Kyle but maybe we can work out some trade from what we trade the other packs to go to your pack if you need it.”

      “We are lucky and not starving yet, Jara. Whatever you trade with the other packs let them keep it. Kyle can suffer a while longer.” Bonnie sighs. “Maybe it will show him that his ideas and ways are stupid.”

      “I’m sorry Bonnie but you are right. If wolves are starving because their alphas are too proud to adapt then we need to help them.” I can’t believe alphas are acting like this. They would let people die rather than help them? We can help them. “Look, Archer won’t let you have anything for free or cheaper than it is worth but we will figure something out. I’m so sorry about your alpha, Emily.”

      “They are all stuck in their ways but at the same time if we all help each other maybe we can all thrive whether your alphas believe in this way or not. But, none of our people should be starving. Least of all the alpha’s mate.” I yell and all the women look at me with concern. “Grayson’s pack was nowhere near the best but we weren’t starving so there is something to be said about that. But, he is one of the worst offenders. He doesn’t like change and Archer does or is it that he doesn’t like me specifically? I’ll never know.”

      “Everyone has their tasks and we will all meet for dinner tonight. Archer is the only alpha at this point not acting like a complete idiot.” Lynn laughs.

      “I mean right now. Give him time.” I smirk and she chuckles. “But if we can get some trade going between the packs and us then maybe we can save these peace talks.” I hope I am right. If we can gain some support from the other alphas then maybe we can destroy whatever plans Grayson and Kyle have to take over our pack.
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      “This is a terrible idea.” Archer says as we sit at the table Lynn reserved at the hotel restaurant.

      “It’s not though, Archer. You saw Emily. Her pack is starving. I know we can’t just give them things but we can trade with them. Lynn thinks that if we all have dinner together then it will show their alphas how stupid they are being.”

      “I think they will get angry I am here and start a war against our pack, Jara. They are bullheaded on the best of days. Hot headed on the worst of them.” He grumbles. He’s not wrong but I have to believe this will work. For everyone not just to keep my own pack safe.

      “Jara, darling, you look lovely as usual.” Lynn calls as she makes her way to us with the rest of the alpha females.

      “It’s good to see you, Lynn.” I smile as they all sit around us. “Your mates didn’t give you too much trouble, right?”

      “None at all and Emily has good news.” She smiles at the other woman and relief fills me. She looks much better than she did this afternoon and I can’t help but wonder if it’s relief making her better.

      “Oh?” Archer asks with a raised brow looking at Emily.

      “Malcolm said that he would meet us in the bar after dinner.” She smiles and nods to Archer and me.

      “Thank goodness,” I breathe. I feel so terrible for the woman.

      “I’m afraid the bar might be too public.” Archer scrubs a hand over his face.

      “That’s why Malcolm picked it.” Emily grins. “He’s tired of only doing things the other alphas approve of and hurting the pack in the process. He thinks they are being idiots too. He wants them to know that. He said if I am picking a side then go big or go home.”

      “The other alphas will not be pleased.” He grumbles.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Sibyl says with a grin. “Care to have breakfast with Jack and me in the morning Alpha Archer?”

      “How did you pull that off, Sibyl?” He frowns at the other woman.

      “I had a similar conversation with Jack about the other alphas and following their lead is only hurting our pack. We aren’t as bad off as Emily and Malcolm but we could be and soon. Jack decided to take a meeting and with both Jack and Malcolm on your side before the talks resume in the morning then we will have more support for peace and new ways to feed our packs. I don’t see a downside.” I don’t see a downside in this either. To me this sounds like everyone wins except Kyle and Grayson though I can’t bring myself to care. They made their beds.

      “You’re okay with this, Bonnie?” I ask looking at the woman for the first time and a smug smile lights her features.

      “I am more than okay with it. Maybe my mate will learn his lesson and stop following Grayson around like a lost pup.” She chuckles.

      “There’s only one problem,” Archer says softly and everyone gives him their full attention. “There are seven alphas on the council. Even if I can trade and gain the support of Malcolm and Jack it’s not enough. I can guarantee you that Grayson and Kyle are trying to do the exact same thing we are right now to gain support to overthrow me and dissolve my pack and split my assets. That entire meeting today was all a bluster about why I was a horrible alpha for mating with Jara and how because I use human technology and have human businesses I’m putting us in danger of being discovered by them.”

      “Fucking bastards,” I say before I can stop myself. Archer grins at me. It’s probably the fire in my tone but I don’t care. They are not dissolving my pack when I just found a place that kind of feels like it could be a home.

      “You leave that vote to me,” Lynn says with a sinister grin. “Just get Malcolm and Jack’s support and I will do the rest.”

      I have no clue what she’s plotting, but I hope it’s something good or we are all screwed.
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      “Hello Malcolm,” I greet the man as we walk into the bar.

      “Archer, thank you for meeting with me on short notice. I suppose you have been made aware of the situation at hand.” Malcolm’s brown eyes have relief in them. I don’t know how I hadn’t noticed how haggard he looked before now but he has dark circles under his eyes and his cheeks are sunk in.

      “Why did you let it get this bad?” I ask not able to help myself. I don’t like the idea of a pack starving when there are ways for me to help.

      I hold out a chair for Jara as Malcolm does the same for his mate and wave over a waitress. It’s pretty quiet in here so it’s a good place to have a talk for the time being.

      Once we all order our drinks and the girl scurries away Malcolm answers. “Pride for one. I know it’s stupid. I was too proud to ask for help. With the drought our crops are failing. So we don’t have much to even bargain with.” He sighs at the end.

      “I have businesses in your area your wolves have an open invitation to come work for me and make a living wage. They just need to remember these are human companies run by mostly rogue wolves. There will be need for discretion. Until they get in there and start making a livable wage we can get you what you need. There will be a need for workers as we are getting ready to invest in a new form of renewable energy and will need staff to help. All I ask for is your support during the vote tomorrow.”

      “What if I just voted to dissolve your pack with the others and split the profits?” He asks and I nod because I was expecting this question.

      “You could but is that going to help your pack long term? Yes you will get a portion of my wealth but you will also get more mouths to feed. I am offering immediate assistance along with a way to sustain your people in the long term. I will be giving Jack the same offer.”

      “You’re meeting with Jack?” He asks and it looks like that peaks his interest a little more.

      “He and his mate invited us to breakfast before the vote.” I shrug.

      “It still won’t be enough. This entire deal hinges on your pack not being dissolved in that vote.”

      “Lynn is working on that piece.” Jara speaks up grinning.

      “You devious women have been plotting this all afternoon, haven’t you?” He chuckles.

      “Maybe.” Jara shrugs but I can see the genuine happiness in her eyes that this is working and we will be able to go hone soon.

      “Okay, as long as this doesn’t blow up in my face you have a deal.” Malcolm looks over at Emily and squeezes her hand. The relief on the woman’s face is obvious. I wasn’t lying about needing help in my businesses close to their territory. It’s a win win situation for both of us. If they tried to dissolve my pack we would go to war in a heart beat. War is never a good thing but I will be damned if I let anyone take my pack from me.

      After we finish our drinks I thank Malcolm shaking his hand before leading Jara back to our room. She’s almost giddy with excitement and it’s fucking adorable.

      “I’m so glad we are able to help them.” She leans her head against my arm as she holds onto it almost hugging it. I grunt and unlock the door to the suite leading her inside. That dress on her all day has been driving me crazy. The only time I wasn’t hard was in the meeting when they discussed what a disgrace I am as an alpha. What a joke.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful. You have been teasing me all day in that dress, mate.” I spin her into my arms and back her against the door.

      “Archer,” she breathes out my name.

      “What do you need, my mate.” I’ll give her anything she needs within reason.

      “Just you.” She reaches for me getting on her tiptoes to kiss me softly.

      “We have another long day tomorrow.” I murmur against her lips. We should probably just go to sleep. The meeting with Jack in the morning is important. All thoughts of sleep vanish though as Jara unties the halter on her dress and the light green material slides down her body and pools at her feet.

      “You’re right. We should probably go to sleep.” I growl at her teasing words reaching out to trace the new mark I gave her on her breast. I want to mark her all over her body so no one forgets that she’s mine. A moan escapes her lips as I knead her breasts.

      “Sleep is the last thing on my mind when you are naked, mate.” Her tiny hands fumble with my belt. Her desire fills the room and I bend taking her nipple into my mouth.

      “Oh Gods,” she groans and then my cock is out and in her hand. This woman will be the death of me. I’m sure of it.

      “What are you doing?” My voice sounds strangled even to my own ears as the perfect goddess before me gets on her knees.

      “I’m going to suck your cock, mate.” She grins and licks her lips. Gods that tongue is something else. She looks so confident there on her knees before me even though I know she hasn’t done this much.

      My eyes are locked onto her mouth as her tongue snakes out and licks the bead of precum from the tip. My hips jerk and she smiles at my loss of control. “You feel powerful on your knees for me, mate?”

      “Yes,” She says before swirling her tongue around me. I grunt with the effort it’s taking me to not grab her hair and fuck her mouth. She wants to tease me for now she can but here soon I will lose control and fuck her bent over the nearest hard surface.

      “Are you touching yourself?” I ask when she wraps her lips around me and moans. She doesn’t answer except to suck even more of me into her mouth. I thread my fingers through her hair holding her still so I can rock my hips into her and push myself even deeper. “Circle that clit, baby because here in a second I’m going to flip your ass over the arm of that couch and fuck you into it.”

      The groan she lets out vibrates against me and I can’t take anymore. I need to see how wet she is. I need to fuck my mate, now. I pull her hair until her lips leave my cock with a pop and she frowns up at me. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re about to get fucked but first I want to see how wet you are.” I haul her up to standing and rip the tiny lace panties off her and she gasps in shock.

      “Bend over, little mate.” I still have a hand in her hair as I bend her over the couch. Kneeling behind her a growl escapes me as her juices trickle down her thighs. Leaning in, I lick up her inner thighs one by one as she tries to clench together but I refuse to loosen my grip on them.

      “Archer, fuck. Stop teasing me, please.”

      “You enjoyed teasing me only a few minutes ago.” I push a finger inside her and hum knowing that if I lick her she will taste like the best thing I have ever tasted. My cock is aching for her. Can I give her an orgasm before I lose complete control? I’m not sure if I can but I am going to try.

      Leaning in, I lick up her slit all the way to her clit and circle it with my tongue as I continue to thrust one and then two fingers inside of her. She tastes like heaven and I start to lose control burying my face inside her to get every drop of her juices. Removing my fingers I circle one around the little bundle of nerves and she tenses for a second but as my finger pushes inside her guttural scream fills the room. Her pussy floods and I fucking love it.

      “Oh gods, Archer. I never knew that would feel so good.” She pants still bent over the couch.

      “I’m not done with you, yet mate. Did you like it when I pulled your hair?” I grab her hair and position her head so that I can kiss her savagely with her taste still on my tongue.

      “Yes, I love it.” She squirms and shakes her ass as if she needs me even after the powerful orgasm.

      A crack fills the air as I spank her ass for moving and trying to rush me. “Fuck,” she growls and I see she’s dripping again.

      I stroke my cock a couple times before teasing it through her folds and pushing it against her clit. My fist tightens in her hair and she gasps as I thrust into her all the way to the hilt hitting that spot inside that makes her orgasm near instantly. “Does that feel good, mate?”

      “Yes,” she screams out suddenly as I continue my punishing pace. My balls start to tighten and I pull her up by her hair and kiss her savagely nipping at her lips as I thrust in again and again holding her to me and I roar as I come in hot jets inside her.

      We are both panting for long minutes as I carry her boneless body to the bed and cover her with the blanket. Nothing is certain right now and tomorrow is the deciding factor on how drastically our lives will change, but I do know one thing. I will do anything to keep this woman safe and by my side.
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      The evil glares I keep getting from Kyle and Grayson do not bother me as much as they did the last time we were in a meeting like this. They are being petty little men and I don’t need to worry about them.

      “First thing I would like to discuss is removing Archer as the alpha of the Everette pack and splitting it between us.” Kyle says loudly and I nearly growl.

      “I want to be very clear for anyone who votes in favor of this plan. You can say I’m no longer alpha all you want but that doesn’t make it true and there will be war. None of us want war when some of your packs are barely surviving as it is.” Archer stares at each alpha. My eyes stray over to Bonnie and she is glaring daggers at her mate.

      The breakfast meeting with Sibyl and her mate, Jack, went well so we know we have at least two other alphas on our side. I haven’t gotten to speak with Lynn yet and I look over at her with a worried frown but she winks at me and relief floods me. Maybe we do have hope here.

      “We are not dissolving Archer’s pack.” Callahan booms.

      “We need to vote on it.” Grayson complains crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Fine all in favor of causing an avoidable war with the Everette pack raise your hand.” I blow out a relieved breath when only Grayson and Kyle raise their hands.

      A grin splits my face as I look over at Archer and I can see the relief in his eyes. “Can we get back to the reason we are really here, please?” Malcolm rolls his eyes.

      “Yes, I am excited to get back to my pack with the news that we have a solid plan going forward thanks to Alpha Archer and his mate.” Jack agrees.

      “Wait, you made deals with them?” Kyle jumps to his feet angrily. It looks like he’s going to blow. “You’re just going to move away from our customs like he did?”

      “No, not entirely but my people are fucking starving and the deal he offered will keep them all from dying.” Malcolm’s voice is carefully controlled.

      “We don’t trade with him though.” Kyle throws his hands up in the air in frustration and I sit back watching the whole thing wishing I had some popcorn for the show.

      “You would rather watch your people die then trade with me?” Archer frowns.

      “Yes,” Kyle yells angrily.

      “You have some fucked up priorities.”

      “What are we without our customs though?” Grayson sneers getting into the stupid ass argument.

      “Alive,” I shrug and Grayson rounds on me.

      “No one was talking to you, reject.”

      Archer stands and this time I don’t stop him. “Disrespect her one more time, Alpha.”

      “Archer’s judgement is obviously in question. He defends her like she’s not damaged goods. She wasn’t worthy to be my alpha mate.”

      “You’re the one who isn’t worthy of your title, Grayson, but you don’t see me trying to dissolve your pack. You know why? Someday someone will challenge you and you will lose everything.” Grayson’s eyes flit to mine for a second and I wonder why. I could never challenge an alpha. I don’t want it.

      “Enough.” Callahan yells. “If we all agree on the treaty lets sign it so we can go home to our packs.”

      Callahan grabs a pen signing it and then passing it around the room. I chew my lip nervously as it’s passed to Kyle who signs before handing it to Grayson. He hesitates shooting a glare my way before finally he signs it too. Even with all the crazy this weekend we managed to keep a peace agreement between the packs.

      With the summit officially over we get up to leave. “It was lovely to meet you, Jara. I think having you as an alpha female within the packs is going to be good for us.” Lynn squeezes my arm gently as we pass.

      I can’t wipe the smile off my face as we pack our things back in the car and make our way home. Home. That’s a funny thought. But the more I think of it the more I realize that is what the Everette pack is becoming to me. More so than Grayson’s pack and I was born there.
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      As we get out of the car outside the house, Archer stiffens. I don’t blame him. Something feels off. There’s a tension in the air. “Where is Angela?” He asks a male that I don’t know.

      “She’s inside, Alpha.” He points toward the house and I wonder what she could be doing inside when we aren’t there.

      “Thank you, Carter. You can go.” Archer dismisses the man.

      “You don’t need help unpacking the car?” he asks a little too eagerly. It’s almost suspicious but I wave the thought away. The pack is loyal to Archer so there is no reason to believe he is anything other than helpful.

      Archer grunts before nodding then pulls me into the house behind him. His long strides eat up the space and I have to jog to be able to keep up. We get to the office and Archer curses as he blocks the doorway. “What the fuck happened in here?”

      “It looks like whoever did this was looking for something.” Angela sighs.

      “One of my own wolves is spying on me?” Archer roars and for a second I think he’s going to punch something. Instead, he turns around so fast that I stumble back a bit. “I need to run.”

      His mouth is already changing, his teeth turning to the fangs of his wolf. I take a step to the side and let him pass. I don’t blame him for needing to run. Betrayal sits on my chest heavily and I have only just met this pack.

      I turn in a circle seeing the damage for the first time. “How could someone from this pack do this to him?” I bend down picking up a chair and righting it.

      “I don’t know, but we all need to be on guard.” Angela sighs as she continues picking up the papers strewn all over the floor.

      Even inside I can hear the mournful howl that is so heartbreaking my wolf whines inside me with her need to answer his call. Angela must see my need to run to go after him. “Alpha will be pissed if you go out there and get hurt or worse while looking for him. He will be back after his run.”

      She’s right about one thing not even pack lands are safe now with a spy in our midst. Will Archer become even more possessive and protective now? Do I mind if he does when it comes to my safety? I don’t even know how to answer that question.

      The End… For Now

      Can’t wait to see what happens next? You can pre-order Wolf Trapped on Amazon HERE
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