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Content Warning


Escaping Expectations as a whole is meant to be a low-angst, contemporary-style romance with a paranormal twist.

However, it should be noted that both main characters find themselves navigating tough life situations amidst their whirlwind romance. As someone with cPTSD, I understand that sometimes the smallest things can trigger deep feelings. Please be advised of the following situations in case they apply to you:

*Battles with anxiety resulting in physical symptoms
*Depicted panic attack
*Dealing with the weight of expectations put on by family vs. self-unimportance of own desires
*Navigating a silent disorder leading to loss of control & dangerous situations
*Spousal grief & moving on






For the ones who feel the weight of the world on their shoulders,

when it becomes too much to bear, remember you are important for who you are,
not for the value you offer others.






A Note to the Reader


Along the way, you will notice bigger elements and themes come into play in this story. These elements and themes are subplot that will carry through the entire Byrne Boys series. However, the love stories are not dependent on them. Each couple has their own story that comes with a little bit of angst, small-town shenanigans, swoon-worthy moments, spice, and a guaranteed HEA. 

THIS IS DECLAN & RAVEN'S STORY






Playlist


The following songs inspired various scenes throughout the story. If you click the barcode below, you'll be taken to the playlist. You'll also find the songs listed throughout the book.
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Prayed For You (Acoustic) — Matt Stell
A Guy Walks Into A Bar — Tyler Farr
What’s Your Name — Chase Rice
One Night Standards — Ashley McBryde
The Woods (Acoustic) — Hollow Coves
Done — Chris Janson
The Good Ones — Gabby Barrett
I Think I’m In Trouble Tonight — Kaylee Rose
I Found You — Nate Smith
Hey Dad — Matt Stillwell
I’m All In — Brian Davis
Past The Front Porch — Thomas Finchum
Out In The Middle — Zac Brown Band, Blake Shelton
Whole Damn Town — Turnpike Troubadours
Undone — Joe Nichols
Break Down On Me — Brandon Lay
Talk You Out Of It — Florida Georgia Line
Craving You — Thomas Rhett, Maren Morris
Beautifully Broken — Plumb
Boys 'Round Here — Blake Shelton, Jason Aldean, Ronnie Duke, Luke Bryan
Give Me Hell — Sam Nelson, X Ambassadors, Madi Diaz
Brother — Brett Eldredge
What's Mine Is Yours — Kane Brown
Hot Mess — Tyler Farr
Just Love Me — Chris Cagle
Kinfolks — Sam Hunt
Rock And A Hard Place — Bailey Zimmerman
She's Gone — Chuck Wicks
What Love Is All About — Johnny Reid
Every Storm (Runs Out Of Rain) — Gary Allan
I Don't Even Want This Beer — Tyler Farr
Love Like Crazy — Lee Brice
Brother — Tyler Braden
Outlaws & Outsiders — Cory Marks, Travis Tritt, Ivan Moody, Mick Mars
That's Why — Troy Cartwright 
Die A Happy Man — Thomas Rhett
Take My Name — Parmalee
Leave Her Wild — Tyler Rich
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PROLOGUE
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DECLAN
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Some things in life have no qualifiers. They were the things that touched our souls, touched our hearts. They comforted us in the darkest times of our lives and brought us hope when we needed it most. They kept the drums of our hearts beating. They were the only things truly necessary to maintain. 
My dad always said love was the most important thing, the most immeasurable thing. Everyone needed it, craved it, and searched for it in their lives. He said that above all else, we needed to fill our lives with love from many places.
The love of family. 
The love of friends.
The love of the pack. 
And the truest love of our lives: the woman we’d marry. 
I asked him once how to make the right choice and choose the right woman. 
His answer was unforgettable. He rubbed at the graying scruff on his face, offered me a crooked smile, and clapped me on the back as he led me outside for a walk. That was my dad’s thing: long walks when long conversations were needed. He believed nature made us vulnerable and made us open to what we needed to hear. 
“When you know, you know, Declan,” he told me. “Sometimes love hits like lightning, unexpected, and rearranges everything you thought you knew about your life. Love does exactly what it’s going to do with your life. You have no control over it. And when you know… when you know she’s the one, your heart will tell you. Nothing you do will stop it from happening no matter how hard you try to resist. When life thinks you’re ready for the greatest love of your life, it’ll bring you two together.”
His confidence in those words was unwavering as if he knew the magic secret to love when no one else did. And maybe he did. I watched him with my mom, saw how he loved her, and how she loved him. That was magic. 
We had a Sunday routine, my dad and me. He’d take me to church with him first thing in the morning. We’d sit right up front in the first pew in a spot everyone knew was his. He’d talk me through the sermon, explaining everything he thought I needed to know and pushing me to ask any questions that popped into my head. I never asked anything. I hated going back then, but I’d have given anything for one more morning in church with him. 
When the service ended, he’d make me wait with him as the entire congregation piled out the doors. My dad would quietly make his way to the altar. He’d get down on his worn knees, bow his head, and pray in silence. He only ever took a few minutes, but there was always an extra spring in his step when we left. 
Curious about what changed his mood so drastically after every mass, I asked him once what he prayed for. He told me he prayed for my mom—for his wife. He prayed for God to take the weight off her shoulders from the past week, to let her find peace in all the stress and chaos she’d gone through taking care of us boys. He prayed for the safety of her heart and soul going through the next week, that she be able to end the week happy and in a good place. He prayed that us boys would take it easy on her. He prayed to see her smile more and laugh harder. He prayed that her heart felt full and that she knew just how loved she was. But mostly, he said he just thanked God profusely for giving him a woman who loved him the way she did because he’d be lost without her. 
After church, we’d go to the food mart so he could buy her a bottle of the apple fizzy water she loved, and then we’d stop by Mrs. Ritker’s flower cart so he could pick out the most vibrant bouquet of wildflowers for her. When we got home, my mom would light up like it was Christmas morning over apple fizzy water and wildflowers. And my dad… well, it was as if he saw the sun for the first time every time he came home to her. 
I wanted that. 
I wanted to know what it felt like to love someone so intensely and to be loved like that in return. 
The older I got, the more I felt like I’d never find it. 
As I stood staring down at his headstone, I sighed. Never in my life had I wished so badly for him to be here. I wanted to ask for his help because I didn’t know. I didn’t know how to love someone like that, and I needed to. I needed to understand it. To find it. 
My dad died over twenty years ago from a heart attack in the middle of the night. Life wasn’t the same without him around. The older I got, the more I wished he was here to take me for a walk and give me more life advice. I hadn’t listened to him enough growing up.
I still went to church every Sunday, and I still waited for the congregation to file out without me. I didn’t go up front and kneel. I often sat at the back of the church, but I stared at the cross and prayed. I prayed until I ran out of words.
Every Sunday, I prayed for her. A woman whose name and face I didn’t even know. I prayed she’d find me because, Lord help me, I was inept when it came to figuring this shit out. I prayed I could be the kind of man and husband my dad was because she deserved nothing else. Above all else, I begged for direction and the ability to figure it all out. 
Time was running out before I had to pick between my duty to the pack and my duty to my heart. 
But that was the funny thing about life. It often didn’t give a shit about what you thought you wanted. No, it took those things and chucked them out the nearest window only to then hand you exactly what you needed, even if you didn’t know what the fuck to do with it. 





CHAPTER 01
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DECLAN
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Jimmy’s was the kind of bar you went to if you wanted to get lost. It was a little hole-in-the-wall kind of place in a small town called East Havenwood where the fir trees disappeared into the snowy night sky, and the roads were nothing more than icy dirt. The bar reeked of broken hearts and fractured dreams, of smoke and stale alcohol, while conversations and laughter filled the room wall-to-wall. The dart board in the back was speckled with fragments of old photographs used to vent grudges and harsh feelings. The perpetually sticky floor complemented the once-white walls stained shades of grease and dirt. Even the TV behind the bar was ancient as hell and only worked when it wanted to. 
Everything about Jimmy’s was old and broken. It was perfect. 
I went whenever I could, which wasn’t as often as I’d liked. I liked getting lost in a place where no one knew me, and my name carried no weight. At Jimmy’s, I was just another guy wearing a flannel shirt in a sea of flannel shirts. There were so many flannel shirts. And most of them were red. It was a sea of angry flannel shirts. 
I spent my time with a few of the regulars, ignoring the ebb and flow of the New Year’s Eve crowd. They didn’t interest me nearly as much as the three old men around me who were more than twice my age and twice as fascinating as I could ever hope to be. 
Martin was an opinionated veteran ready to give his advice to anyone and everyone on literally any topic. You could be talking about finances, family, work, dating, or the latest movie you saw, and he’d have something to say. He never asked if you wanted his opinion, which often caused problems. He just gave it. And turning him down was hard. It was a lot like telling your grandpa no. Truthfully, he gave some of the best damn advice you’d ever get, but the not asking got most people. For regulars, he was a local commodity. For people passing through, he was annoying as hell. Martin needed to learn this thing called boundaries, but that’d never happen. 
George was the card man, the betting man, the man who made every decision by what he could get out of it. Every week, he brought a brand-new deck of cards with him to wear down with freshly spilled alcohol and grease. He only ever played poker, had a crappy poker face, and lost way more money than he won. But his money always found its way back into his pocket by the end of the night. He called it luck. Lady Luck loved him. Secretly, I was Lady Luck. His income was ridiculously fixed, so I spent whatever time I could getting it back for him—usually having to gamble in some way or another to get it back. I’d slip it back in with his shit when he wasn’t looking. He didn’t need to know that part. It’d hurt his pride. 
Arnie was the only one with a driver’s license, deeming him the permanent designated driver for the half a mile all three men lived from the bar. It didn’t bother him to be the driver so much as it bothered the rest of the bar. He never parked in a legitimate parking spot, he flaunted his license and his ability to drive, and honestly, his driving fucking terrified me. You were guaranteed to rethink all your life choices. I also didn’t have the heart to tell him his license had expired and had been for the better part of a year. Realistically, I should’ve told him. I knew he’d fail the test if he took it. Arnie only got the car in the divorce, so it seemed like a cruel thing to take from him. Besides, he only ever drove to and from the bar. His grandkids helped with all his other errands. 
The three of them had frequented Jimmy’s since the day my Uncle Cil opened it. They were his first customers, dragged in more regulars, and kept my uncle’s income steady. That status meant they got away with doing whatever the hell they wanted because nobody argued with them. 
And that was exactly why I sat there with a lit cigar between my teeth as I played cards in a bar with a smoking ban. It paid to know the right group of crazy old men. 
“Oh, ho!” George crooned, staring at his cards. He took another sip from his beer, the bottle lingering on his lips while he grinned deviously. That was his tell. I smiled. The old man had shit for cards and planned to bluff his way into winning. 
Same tell, different cards. He was too damn easy to read. 
I glanced at the cards in my hand and then around the table. Martin had already dropped his cards in favor of giving some poor idiot unwanted advice about the doom of electric cars at the next table, and Arnie was grinning ear-to-ear over whatever the hell he had in his hands. Honestly, I couldn’t tell if Arnie was bluffing or not. Half the time, I didn’t think Arnie knew what the hell he was looking at. Did he even know how to play poker? I could almost guarantee he only ever won by sheer dumb luck. 
Either way, with the cards I had, I was going to win. About fucking time. 
I took the cigar out of my mouth, ready to fire back at George’s bluff when the front door flew open, taken hard by the wind, and slammed against the side of the old bar. A blast of snow and ice incited a round of loud protests. 
Maybe it was the alcohol buzzing in my brain or maybe it genuinely was the woman who walked in, but my heart jumped into my throat. Time slowed to an absolute crawl. I lost sight of everything but the stunning woman stalled in the door, struggling to close the door behind her as her cheeks flamed bright pink. Wild coils of ashy blonde hair caught in the wind, curling around the graceful curves of her breasts and hips. Built long and lithe with a strong body, she was beautifully feminine from the cute way her nose upturned to her poise. It was obvious from her thin navy shirt, skin-tight jeans, and tennis shoes that she wasn’t from around there. No sane person would wear those clothes in Washington in the dead of winter. Rich whiskey eyes caught mine, and she offered an embarrassed smile bright enough to light up a dim bar. 
My pulse throbbed against my neck, and my blood surged straight to my cock. I shifted uncomfortably as it stiffened against my jeans. 
God help me, she was drop-dead gorgeous. 
That much I knew wasn’t the alcohol speaking. 
That was all her. 
Fuck me.
The rest, I wasn’t so sure about. I usually had better control over how my body responded. I wasn’t some hormone-driven teenager, but right then, I sure as hell felt like one. My mind tumbled with thoughts of what I’d do if I got my hands on a woman like her. They weren’t appropriate thoughts. I buried them just as quickly. They were the thoughts of a man who’d been celibate for far too long, desperately needing a release that didn’t involve my hand in the shower. 
It was a heart-stopping movie kind of moment and just as fleeting. Her attention drifted as she honed in on the bar, weaving through tables and vanishing in the sea of flannel. The spell she’d settled on me vanished, leaving disappointment in its wake. 
“Oh, she’s a pretty one,” Martin commented, stealing my focus. My eyes drifted around the table and watched as all three old men brazenly gawked after the woman as if she was some kind of meat. I frowned, instantly irritated with their behavior. I wanted to reprimand them but couldn’t when one look had left me turned on and wanting to sink my teeth into her soft skin. “Go talk to her.”
“What?” I scoffed and returned my attention to my cards. I tipped back the last of my beer and pretended not to care about the stunning woman at the bar. No way in hell they’d buy my act, but I was determined to try. “No.”
“You should talk to her,” Arnie agreed. I glanced up in time to see him wiggling his bushy brows at me. I shook my head immediately. 
“No. I’m busy playing a game with you three idiots.”
“You mean you’re busy losing the game,” George said. He swiped the cards right out of my hand and made a small sound as he studied them, nodding slowly. “Shit. He would’ve won this round.”
Fuck. I should’ve upped my bet. 
“That’s cheating, you old shit.” I leaned back in my chair and put the cigar out in the ashtray. I hated the damn things and never smoked otherwise, but Martin always brought them for us. Something about a good luck ritual. It was hard to tell the man no in favor of not developing lung cancer. He liked to remind me how he could be dead before our next get-together, how I’d never see him again, and how I’d regret not smoking one last cigar with him. A statement like that came with a certain kind of pressure, even if the man would probably live to be older than dirt itself. 
“You could use another drink,” Martin told me. Who the hell did he think he was kidding?
“You know where you go to get another drink?” George asked. I crossed my arms, glaring hard at the three of them. 
“The bar,” Arnie chimed in, grinning wider. “The bar is where you go to get another drink.”
“I know, Arnie.” I ran a hand over my beard with frustration. They were utterly shameless. “Thank you for that.”
“You know what else you get at the bar?” George continued without missing a beat, and I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t wait to hear what he had to say. “A pretty lady like that.”
“If I did that,” I began, “who the hell would keep the three of you out of trouble?”
“A woman like that walking into a bar like this is trouble,” Martin replied. “You can tell. But if a woman like that walked into a bar and I looked like you or been single half as long as you… I’d get into trouble. Deep, deep inside trouble.”
Fucking Martin. That was crass as hell. I knew I’d been single for a long time, even by my standards, but no one needed to throw that shit back at me. I was doing just fine, a little pent up, but I got by just fine.
“Jesus Christ.” I scowled. There was no escaping their bullshit. “You three are the only trouble in this bar.” 
“I could use another drink,” George announced loudly and held up his empty bottle, wiggling it. 
“Me too.” Martin smiled and did the same. “Your job is to get us drinks, so we don’t have to get up. You said it yourself.”
They had me by the balls with my own words. I hated it, but I was a man of my word. Thirty-four-year-old me was particularly unhappy with twenty-nine-year-old me for making the stupid promise to them. 
“You have no shame, you know that. All of you,” I muttered. Nonetheless, I got to my feet with a dramatic groan. If I was going, they were going to know just how annoyed I was with their antics. “I’m going over there and ordering you two drinks, I’m getting Arnie his fucking water now so you don’t make me go back over there later, and then I’m walking my ass back here so we can finish our game. I’m going to win a round tonight. Just watch.”
“You know, if you don’t come back with those drinks because you happen to go stand next to trouble and just happen to start a conversation with her,” Martin said with a shrug, “I won’t be upset. Not one bit.”
“I ain’t driving you back to my house,” Arnie told me. “My couch is broken, and you can’t drive drunk. You’re going to have to find somewhere else to sleep tonight.”
“I ain’t got room for your lumberjack ass,” George commented. 
“My beds are too short,” Martin agreed readily. 
“Or he’s just too damn tall,” George retorted. 
“Anyone six-ten is too damn tall,” Arnie replied. 
I bit back a growl of frustration. These fucking men. 
“I’m six-two, thank you very much,” I interjected before starting for the bar. If they heard me, or even cared, was a completely different story. I put enough distance between me and the table to be out of earshot before pausing. I drew in a deep breath. Approaching strange women in bars wasn’t something I’d ever been comfortable with. I came from a small town where everyone knew each other, and my name meant something. My brothers joked we were local celebrities—they were wrong, of course, but it felt like it some days. Because of that, I was always on. I didn’t have the luxury of being frivolous with my behavior. My brothers did enough of that. I carefully thought out everything I did to make my family proud. God forbid I did something to piss Mom off—or worse, disappoint her. 
I shuddered. Definitely didn’t want to think about that. 
Jimmy’s gave me the chance to be myself without all of the pressure. I could go up to a random woman in a bar and talk to her without it becoming town gossip or drama by tomorrow morning if I wanted. 
If I could work up the nerve to carry through with it. 
I could do it. Maybe. 
Five steps was all it took. 
Five short steps had me standing next to her with my heart jammed in my throat. Not once did she look over, which didn’t surprise me. Any woman who looked like her had to be used to idiots approaching her at the bar. Nothing would convince me otherwise. She was just too damn pretty to ignore. I was just hoping she’d let this idiot talk to her. Even if just long enough for her to shoot me down so I could appease three shameless old men, but a real part of me hoped she didn’t. 
The bartender nodded as I raised my hand to get his attention, already bringing my order over as I did. I ordered the same thing every time, and no questions were asked. Sure, I was predictable, but it worked for me. 
In the building silence, I ran through about half a dozen things to say to her. What the hell did a guy say to a strange woman to catch her interest without coming across as creepy as hell? Was that even possible? Did I just say hi and roll with it? Try a not-so-witty pick-up line with the hopes it’d make her laugh and not scare her off? Fuck, I didn’t know any pick-up lines. Did I mention the weather?
I frowned. I shouldn’t mention the weather. That was a no-no. Even I knew that. 
So, I went with the only thing I had going for me that no one else did. 
“The three old men behind me,” I began, leaning in her direction and keeping my tone casual, “tell me they’re not leaving like I think they are?”
If they were going to throw me into the fire, I planned to use it to my advantage. 
I looked over at her and waited for a response. Her delicate brows pinched together tightly, and that cute button nose crinkled as she listened to what I said. Even confused, she was downright gorgeous in a way that made my stomach clench nervously. Curiosity got the better of her, and she glanced over my shoulder for me. 
“They’re definitely leaving,” she said. Her voice was music to my ears, soft and sweet like the rest of her. It didn’t take the sting off being ditched by three old men, but I loved the sound of it already. 
“Those jackasses,” I muttered. I forced a smile as I took a sip of my beer.
“They’re not going very fast,” she added quickly as if that made up for it, “if you were planning to leave with them.”
“Of course, they’re not,” I replied, unable to keep the sarcasm from my tone. “They’re ancient.”
“That’s not a very nice thing to say.”
“It is if you know them,” I told her. Rotating, I raised my beer to the three worst wingmen I’d ever had, watching them shuffle their way out of the bar while they laughed at me. Okay, maybe they’d turn out to be the best wingmen I’d ever have. It all depended on how the night turned out. If I had to sleep in my uncle’s office again, I was going to formulate a strong revenge plan for the next time I saw them. 
“Your animosity toward three sweet old men is both fascinating and a little disturbing if I’m being honest,” she said. My gaze flicked in her direction, and I found her watching me closely. At least I had her attention. Point one for me. I just needed to stay interesting. 
“Sweet?” I scoffed. Clearly, she’d never spent time around old men when they were bored. They were an entirely different breed of human. In all honesty, I looked forward to being uninhibited with age. “That’s the understatement of the night.” 
“It’s their intentions that matter the most,” she replied. “If someone’s intentions are good, nothing else is important.”
“Oh?” Listening to her talk, I balanced on the stool next to her, getting comfortable. I wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. From the openness in her body language as she regarded me, I could tell she wasn’t either. “Do you really believe that?”
“Intentions are everything,” she stated. As I considered her words, I studied her face. The intensity of her stare made my breath catch in my chest. It was both intimidating and a turn-on all at once. She slipped to the edge of her stool, sliding closer to me. Her hand came to rest just above my knee. That simple gesture did way too much to me. My body raged in response, a fact I hoped to hell she couldn’t tell. She was impossibly close, and I swallowed the urge to reach out and touch her. I wanted to brush my fingers through her long hair and test the silky locks in my fist. I wanted to trace the line of her jaw and run my thumb over the full curve of her bottom lip. Subtle notes of sweet orange and vanilla washed over me, drowning out the sweat and smoke of the bar. The whiskey tones in her warm eyes were more intoxicating than any drink I’d ever had as her chin tilted upward, one brow arched curiously. “What are your intentions for being here?” 
She didn’t mean at the bar talking to her. It wasn’t hard to read between the lines. Her question reached so much deeper than that. 
Why there? Why that bar? Why that night?
“To escape expectations,” I whispered before I could stop the words. It was the easiest question to answer. I’d been running for years, trying to escape the expectations on my shoulders. No matter how hard I tried, I always went back. The weight was becoming unbearable, and it left me terrified that I’d let someone down. “What about you?”
A myriad of expressions passed through her eyes. I caught a glimpse of everything from sadness to pain, from anger to regret, from hope to excitement, and from grief to fear. It was overwhelming, sucker-punching me right in the gut. Only someone with some awful things in their life looked the way she did. 
I didn’t know a damn thing about her but the idea of life being that kind of way for her made my chest tighten painfully. I took a long swig of beer and pushed back the desire to reach out and grab her, to wrap her up in my arms and hold her until she wasn’t looking at me like that. Whatever it was about this woman, she did something to me. Something inexplicable and powerful. 
“To find myself,” she finally admitted with a sigh. Her voice was so damn quiet and so damn small as she answered that I nearly missed it. I waited for her to say something more. She didn’t, however. Instead, her demeanor changed drastically. The corners of her full lips upturned in that heart-stopping smile, and she held out her hand. “I’m Rae.” 
I took the offer. Her hand was petite and delicate whereas mine was large and rough. I should’ve let go after a brief shake, but I didn’t, and she didn’t pull away either. The whole bar could’ve burned down around us, and I wasn’t sure either of us would’ve noticed. Whatever existed between us was palpable and consuming as the rest of the bar faded away. 
“I’m Dec.” 
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Head fuzzy and raging, I pushed Rae back up against the motel room door with a heavy thud. Her mouth ravaged mine, our tongues battling in a hungry dance. My winter jacket dwarfed her small body as my hands roamed beneath it. Fuck, her curves. I groaned with appreciation. Her fingers teased the hem of my shirt. No amount of cold wind could tame the wild heat taking over my body. Every sweep of her fingertips across my skin set me on fire, and my body ached for her. It took everything I had not to take her right there against the door for God and everyone to see like I desperately wanted to. 
Drunk, horny, and ready to explode, the waiting was killing me slowly. A handshake rapidly became a full conversation. One drink became two and quickly turned into a third. Eventually, I lost track of how much we drank, mixing shots with cheap beers on an empty stomach. We moved from the bar to a booth and talked about everything our drunk brains could come up with. Her hand sliding up my thigh, my hand brushing through her hair, those pretty eyes speaking volumes. All of it changed the mood as the tension between us peaked. The conversation led to a kiss at midnight and then another and soon we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. Kissing turned into paying the bill and a stumbling walk across the street to her motel room. 
Before we ever left the bar, I was rock hard just from the thought of her body underneath mine. The fantasy of her legs wrapped around me as I thrust deep into her perfect body drove me borderline insane. God, I wanted her more than I’d wanted anyone in a long time. She was refreshingly sexy with a sense of freedom and anonymity attached. 
“I don’t normally do this,” she whispered into my mouth. 
“You said that,” I murmured. 
“I mean it,” Rae reiterated. Her warm breath rolled across my face, laced faintly with cheap beer and tequila. Under my hands, she wiggled as she attempted to get her key out of her back pocket. The simple movement ripped a moan from me at the friction it caused against my jeans. This woman tested the limits of my restraints before we even got into her room. She continued, “I’m not the kind of woman who brings a strange man back to her motel room.” 
She’d said the same thing multiple times as we made our way across the road. It raised a red flag. I pulled back, bracing my palms against the door on either side of her shoulders. Her fingers were wrung in the front of my shirt, and her gorgeous eyes were questioning as they met mine. I carefully separated my body from hers to give her enough space to think. 
“That’s at least the third time you’ve said that. Do you want me to stop?” I asked. Hearing how gruff my voice sounded, I cleared my throat. I didn’t want to come across as abrasive or rough while she made her choice. “I have a truck I can sleep in and a hand I can take care of myself with if you aren’t comfortable.” 
It was far from what I wanted to do, but I wouldn’t bully her into something she didn’t want just for my own release. That wasn’t me. I wasn’t a one-night-stand kind of guy, but if I was doing this, I wanted both of us to feel good about our choice. 
“Oh, I want this,” she gestured wildly to my entire body with an irrefutable look of hunger in her eyes, “but I don’t want you to judge me for something I don’t normally do.”
“The only thing I’m judging you on is your inability to get your key out of your pocket,” I informed her honestly with a smirk. My lips grazed her jawline as I leaned into her once more, and her knees buckled slightly. Her head tilted back, and she gave me access to her neck. The urge to sink my teeth into her vulnerable flesh was strong, but I wouldn’t. Not as hard as I wanted to anyway. Not the right time, not the right place. My teeth teased her skin gently. “It can’t be that hard to get out.”
“It is that hard! You have—”
“Hello, dear!” An elderly voice cut right through the tension between us. Rae buried her face in my shoulder with an audible growl of frustration, and I glanced to my left. A stout woman stood in a pale pink nightgown with giant rain boots and white hair in rollers under what looked like a plastic bag from the local gas station. “What’re you doing out here in the cold, dear?” 
A black chihuahua yapped incessantly from its spot tucked under the woman’s arm. My wolf stirred, responding in kind. Its power rolled over my skin. The chihuahua let out a pathetic whine as its ears plastered to its tiny skull, sensing exactly what I was. I grinned in amusement. 
“Goddammit, Mrs. Ward,” Rae muttered. The exasperation in her voice made me chuckle. Leaning back, she put on a pleasant smile and called out, “I’m fine, Mrs. Ward! You can go back inside!”
“Are you though?” the old woman asked. I held my tongue from commenting. 
“Good night, Mrs. Ward!” she exclaimed. Rotating in my arms, she fumbled with the lock in a hurry to escape. I didn’t blame her. The nosy old bat was doing her best to insert herself somewhere she had no place being. Unfiltered old people seemed to be the theme of the night. 
Granted, I was about to buy Arnie, George, and Martin a year’s worth of alcohol after tonight.
“Just remember,” Mrs. Ward continued a little louder, “no strange man is worth an unwanted baby or disease!”
Did she really? My eyes widened with surprise at her audacity. 
“Damn,” I whispered. The old woman wasn’t holding her punches when it came to my presence. I wasn’t sure if I should be offended or not. 
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Rae snapped. She was offended enough for the both of us, making me chuckle. Throwing open the door, she shouted, “Good night, Mrs. Ward!”
She grabbed the front of my shirt and yanked me into the room after her, slamming the door. Her arms locked around my shoulders, and she kissed me hard. I steadied myself, holding onto her waist as we stumbled deeper into the room. My boots hit something plastic, and I froze. Breaking away, I glanced down. The neon glow of the outside lights illuminated a floor lined with plastic tarps. 
What the fuck?
“Why are there tarps on the floor?” I asked slowly, my brows coming together with concern. It was the strangest thing I’d ever seen. And not just the floor. Tarps covered the second bed as well. “You didn’t… rent the room like this, did you?” 
It was a stupid question—I knew that—but I still had to ask. I couldn’t wrap my head around what the hell I was looking at. 
“No, I brought them,” she answered. Of course, she did. The words came out of her so casually as if covering a motel room in plastic tarps was a perfectly normal thing to do. 
It wasn’t.
I didn’t know what to do with that information. I took careful steps to avoid crumpling her meticulous groundwork as I made my way to the middle of the room. I didn’t do random hookups for a reason. The unknown always set me on edge. There was no telling what could happen. A shady motel room covered in plastic tarps belonged on that list. Really fucking high up on that list, even if my dick struggled to understand that. If I knew what was good for me, I’d leave. I’d turn my sorry ass around and walk right back out the door. 
But apparently, drunk and horny me liked to ask questions. Stupid questions.
“Do you not like dirt?” I dared to tempt my fate as I scrutinized her, waiting to see what she had to say. 
“It’s for the dead bodies obviously,” Rae replied so flippantly it was borderline horrifying. She flashed me that pretty grin of hers. Even that wasn’t enough to ease my mind. I definitely should’ve left. Who was this woman? “I haven’t decided if I like Mrs. Ward yet.”
My frown deepened, only making her laugh. 
“Do I need to worry about my safety?” I demanded. Why was I asking her this? She was short and petite. I wasn’t. I was built like a fucking tank, I knew that. All my jobs were manual labor. That still did nothing to say that if she was a serial killer and wanted me dead, she’d probably find a way. 
“A big, strong man like you is worried about a little woman like me?” She batted her long lashes at me, making my pulse spike. My cock betrayed me. It fucking ached, and the desire to say fuck it all just to get her in bed was at an all-time high. 
“I won’t hit a woman,” I told her earnestly. “Ever.”
Yeah, I was probably going to die. 
“It’s good to know I could kill you and you won’t fight back,” she teased. I was in over my head with her. Way, way over my head. This was what I got for deciding to go with the moment. This tiny, albeit gorgeous, woman would be the death of me. I drew in a slow breath. I was already in the thick of it so I might as well commit to it. My drunk thought process was flawed as fuck, but I fought a losing battle against my own need. While she talked, I took out my wallet and dropped two condoms on the nightstand. “The room is thirty-five a night with an eighty-year-old lady doing everything by herself. There’s no way in hell this place is clean. It’s disgusting.”
“So, you bought tarps?” 
“I bought new everything. The shower curtain is even new,” Rae said and pulled her shirt off over her head. Every question or strange worry I had vanished as I watched her hands slip behind her back and unhook her bra. As she dropped it to the floor, my gaze drifted over her naked tits with an appreciation I didn’t know how to vocalize other than with the ridiculously primal growl building in my throat. An intricate bouquet of flowers and vines traveled across her delicate collarbone and over both shoulders in a display of black ink that beautifully contrasted her creamy skin. 
Everything became very real with such a simple action. I swallowed hard as it hit me like a truck going ninety miles downhill, something I had no hope of stopping. Suddenly, no amount of alcohol in my system was enough. I wasn’t sure I could go through with it. 
I was at war with myself. I wanted her. There was no doubt of that. She was fucking stunning in ways I couldn’t describe. Not only could I stare at her all night long and never get bored, but I hadn’t laughed so hard or been so comfortable around someone ever. The pull between us was electric and natural. Could I just walk away from her when the night was over? I’d never done anything like that. I wasn’t sure I was built that way. 
Something in my expression must’ve given away my internal struggle because she paused, her hands faltering on the button of her jeans. 
“This really isn’t you, is it?”
“It’s not you. Fuck. It’s definitely not you,” I managed to croak out. Damn it. “Truthfully, I do much better in relationships.”
“Do you want to stop?” Rae asked, repeating my question back at me. Her voice was gentle and not at all condescending. I couldn’t imagine how ridiculous I came across to her. One-night stands weren’t meant to be so intense or complicated, and here I was fucking it all up by getting stuck inside my head. “I have my own motel room and a hand to take care of myself with.” 
The thought of her pleasuring herself made my cock twitch, and I shook my head. 
“No,” I said quietly. “But if I’m being honest, you might have to ease me into this.”
Vulnerability wasn’t my thing. But, fuck, I felt vulnerable admitting it to her. It felt like the opposite of being the big, strong man she saw me as. The brilliant smile that broke her serious expression wrapped around my heart and squeezed tight. She closed the space between us, her hands flitting under the hem of my shirt once more. Her fingers danced along the waistline of my pants. My heart pounded hard enough I swore she could hear it. 
“So, I just have to make you comfortable,” she whispered. Her mouth found mine in a slow kiss. My eyes slid shut as I leaned into it. Her tongue traced my bottom lip, her teeth nipping playfully. “That I can do. Take your shirt off.”
I did, shuddering as her soft fingers fanned across my rib cage. Tossing it aside, I took her face in my palms and kissed her, focusing on what I knew I was comfortable with. Her hands ran up the span of my chest and over my broad shoulders, her nails lightly scraping against my skin. 
A growl gathered in the back of my throat as the fire in me reignited. The strangeness of her room and the uncertainty of my actions slipped away. There was only me and her. Only that mattered. 
She stepped further into me, her warm body setting fire to my skin. I kissed her harder. My tongue danced in tandem with hers as I hungrily devoured the sweet taste of her. My hands ran down the length of her back, her silky skin a stark contrast to the calloused pads of my fingertips. 
She tugged at the buttons on my jeans while my mouth trailed her jawline and neck in light kisses and teasing nibbles. The quiet pants of desperation falling off her lips were a high in and of themselves. With my pants undone, her fingers wrapped around the length of my cock, and a sharp breath caught in my throat. Involuntarily, my hips bucked into her hand at the intense rush of pleasure surging through me from her touch. I bit hard into the curve of her neck, needing something to ground myself to. 
“You’re built like a romance cover model. What do you even do?” Rae groaned and tilted her head back. I ran my tongue up the line of her neck, reveling in the sweet taste of her skin. She rolled her palm over the head of my cock, damn near losing my participation in the conversation as her thumb traced over the slit. 
“Lumberjack,” I murmured into her skin.
“No,” she scoffed. “Really?”
“And a handyman.”
“Oh… a lumberjack who’s good with his hands,” she purred, her voice breathy as my tongue traced the curve of her ear. The pacing of her strokes increased as did my desire, my core muscles tightening with the buildup. I wanted to throw her down on the bed and fuck her senseless in whatever way I wanted, but I pushed that urge down. There were certain things I enjoyed that others didn’t. I needed to keep that beast locked away. For one night I could go without, even if it’d been a while. I touched and kissed every inch of her I could. Breaking free of me, she playfully shoved me back toward the bed and ordered, “On the bed. Against the headboard.”
Hot damn. What a bossy little thing. But she could tell me what to do any day of the week. I was putty in her hands to do with what she wanted. From the way excitement danced in her warm eyes, she knew it too. I stripped out of the rest of my clothes and eased back on the bed, propping up against the headboard as she told me. 
Utterly transfixed by everything about her, I studied her. Wild hair swept every which way around her from my fingers running through it, and her cheeks were flushed a beautiful shade of pink in the neon glow. The shadows and cascading bright lights played up every perfect curve I wanted to get my hands on. 
“Has anyone ever told you you’re gorgeous?” I folded my arms behind my head. A smile spread across her face while her gaze drifted over my naked body. Her expression was damn near predatory. And I would’ve known, being a predator and all. My adrenaline spiked, sending my heart racing with a new kind of thrill. “Or did I tell you you’re gorgeous? Because you’re so fucking gorgeous.”
“You did.” Rae laughed, the sound unbelievably pleasant. She took her time shimmying out of her jeans and panties. The sway in those hips of hers was downright torture. My breath hitched in my throat as she crawled onto the bed, nudging my knees apart. “Several times now.”
“Well, I am known to be right,” I informed her with a cocky grin. Any additional gloating disappeared from my mind as her teeth grazed my inner thigh. Her fingers teased through the curl of my pubic hair and wandered up over my abdomen as she made her way toward my cock. I was impossibly hard already, throbbing painfully, and she hadn’t even started. 
When her tongue ran along the length of me, my head fell back against the headboard with a quiet thunk. An appreciative growl erupted from my throat—a deeply animalistic sound I couldn’t hold back. She swirled her tongue over my head and back down. In tandem, she worked me with both her mouth and hand, using the wetness as lube in her hand. 
Fuck, she was hot as hell. 
Reaching out, I brushed my fingers through her long hair, and my hand settled on the back of her head. She pulled me deeper into her warm mouth and moaned. The sound sent a wave of vibrations rolling through my cock. I hit the back of her throat. My grip on her hair tightened, and I used what little restraint I had to keep from thrusting into her throat. As the intense heat curled around my spine, my ability to do so waned. 
She pushed me further and further toward the edge, my spine blazing with heat as my body begged for release. I clung to her and did everything in my power to keep from coming in her throat. 
“Honey, you keep doing that… fuck.” I dragged her off me. Grabbing a condom off the nightstand, I growled, “Up.”
Rae swiped her fingers over her swollen lips, watching me roll the condom on. The lust in those pretty eyes was utterly intoxicating. 
“Come here,” I said and took her hand to guide her into my lap. The heat of her center brushed over the length of me as her legs spread wide for me. It took everything I had not to grab her hips and bury my cock inside her. Instead, I lifted her to her knees until she hovered over me. I held her close as I drew her nipple in my mouth, teasing her sensitive peak with both my tongue and the scrape of my teeth. I took my time, paying attention to what incited whines and groans from her before moving to the other side. 
I admired the lean muscles in her thighs with my palms while I kissed my way up to her mouth. Her tongue sought out mine in a crushing kiss. Her hips tilted forward, and in one passing sweep, I lightly touched her. The breathy whimper that came out of her made me chuckle. She kissed me harder, and her fingers tangled tightly in my hair. I slipped my fingers through her, coating myself in her wetness, and circled her clit slowly. Her mouth left mine with a guttural sound while her forehead tipped against mine. As she rocked into my palm, I dipped one finger inside her. 
In and out. Slow and steady, testing her eagerness. It wasn’t enough. I could tell from the way she pushed against me, silently begging for more. I answered in kind, thrusting a second finger into her.
“Fuck,” I managed to get out. She was hot and tight, her muscles contracting around me in anticipation as I stretched my fingers. I worked her, pumping in and out, swirling my fingers with every thrust to loosen her so she’d be ready for me. By no means was I small in size, and she was so goddamn tight. I didn’t want to hurt her. 
“Oh, God…” Rae breathed out, ecstasy building in her voice. My lips danced along her neck and collarbone. I traced the delicate lines of her tattoo with my tongue. That sweet fragrant aroma of her skin created an illusion to fuck with my brain as I made my way from flower to flower. With my free hand, I palmed her perfect tit, rolling and pinching her nipple between two fingers. Her body pulled me in, muscles pulsating hard while she rocked faster to chase her orgasm. 
“That’s it, honey.” I pressed the heel of my hand hard into her clit, adding to the friction she sought. “Come for me. Come all over my fingers.”
The moan my words drew out of her was almost as euphoric as her nails digging into my skin, her rhythm growing frantic. 
“Oh, God… oh, Dec…”
She came in a rush of heat and liquid around my fingers, but I didn’t stop. I kept going and enjoyed the build in her strangled cry as it intensified. Only when she was gasping and trembling did I ease out of her. I grasped her hips tight as I lowered her inch by inch onto me, the agonizing rate a kind of glorious torture. Fuck me. She felt so damn good wrapped snug around my cock with her thighs quivering around my hips. The need to take control, to drive up into her over and over until I found that sweet release I craved, was intense. 
I could feel how she hesitated, the way her body tensed as I stretched her. Wrapping her up in my arms, I held her close and dusted faint kisses up her neck.
“Breathe,” I whispered against her ear. Her fingers slipped up my neck and tangled in my hair as she clung to me. “Take your time, honey. We have all night.”
Eyes closed and breathing hard, she nodded and turned into me. Her mouth sought out mine in a slow kiss while her hips moved tentatively. I groaned into the warmth of her mouth as she rode every inch of my cock, nearly sliding off me each time. The pace was torture—glorious, welcomed torture. 
I meant what I said. 
If I was indulging in a one-night stand, there was no way in hell I wouldn’t take my time with the gorgeous woman seated on my cock. 
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The buzzing of the motel sign outside my room made my head ache. Or maybe it was the ridiculous amount of alcohol I’d consumed forming a wicked hangover. 
It was one or the other. 
Okay, probably the copious amounts of alcohol from hours of drinking with Dec. Well, that… and the intense sex that left my thighs shaking and every inch of my body throbbing and needy for more. I didn’t regret a single moment of that at all. It’d been a hot minute since I’d enjoyed another person so thoroughly. Even just laughing in the bar with him had made the night wonderful. 
Yawning, I sat upright and pulled my knees to my chest. I combined my fingers through the rat’s nest in my hair. Dec had this ridiculously sexy way of running his hands through my hair when he kissed me. He’d tangle his fingers in my curls and ball up thick sections in his fists. It was hot… at the time. I regretted not braiding it to get it out of the way as my fingers got stuck in the knots. Brushing it all out would take forever.
Maybe I’d chop it all off.
Resting my cheek on my knee, I studied Dec asleep on the bed next to me. He was sprawled out and dead to the world, the thin sheets brushing along the faint lines of his Adonis belt. The cascade of neon lights showcased the sculpted definition of his body head-to-toe. Ridiculously and impressively so. The shadows played up the definition of his hard-earned muscles and created tracks in the veins on his arms. It highlighted the intricate tattoo on his chest and darkened the trail of soft hair beneath his belly button. His deeply auburn hair splayed across his forehead with carefree perfection and even his enviable eyelashes were dramatic. 
The man was a vision. A fantasy coiled tight with muscles to make a woman weak in the knees and a face so handsome it should’ve been illegal. 
The man really did belong on the front of a romance novel.
For the briefest moment, I considered grabbing my sketchbook and drawing him. The lighting, the subject … the setup was true perfection, even if we were in a crappy motel room covered in painting tarps. 
It was the first time inspiration had hit me in a longer time than I wanted to admit, but I buried the feeling. Drawing him would be invasive. It probably betrayed whatever weird bond he and I had built throughout the night. What had started as a hot and heavy attraction spurring a desperate need to drag him back to my bed had transformed into an unusual connection of comfort and warmth. 
I was used to businessmen with control issues or creative men who needed their egos stroked regularly. To being damn near dutiful submission and giving praise to make sure my partner felt accomplished in what he’d done both in and out of the bedroom. Soft hands and expensive suits always had the abrasive macho attitude to go with them. They were the kind of men who needed to assert their alpha male status over someone. It was a role I was used to filling. 
They made me want to throw shit instead of smile and nod obediently.
Dec was something different. He was a proverbial man’s man from the rough calluses on his hands to the tan in his skin. His jeans were faded from long days of outdoor work, and his flannel shirt matched the kind of blankets that flew off shelves as fancy ladies tried to add a little small-town chic to their expensive lives. Okay. I had half a dozen of those blankets at least. At first, I’d judged him, expecting him to be the type of man with a strong need to be in control and assertive like the rest. There was just something powerful about the air around him and the way he carried himself. 
Boy, was I wrong.
He was a country song and a romance novel rolled all into one gorgeous, gentle man. His hesitancy alone to engage in a one-night stand was a breath of fresh air. There was a wicked kind of vulnerability in being nervous about a hookup—something I’d never seen in a man. He was soft and attentive, encouraging and sweet. It was nice. 
More than nice.
I just didn’t know what to make of it. I flopped back on my pillow, grinning stupidly. There was no point in dwelling on it. Once the night ended, he’d be gone. I’d go back to my life and fall back on memories of Dec, the panty-melting hot lumberjack handyman, when I needed a good release. 
I giggled quietly. 
God, I was ridiculous.
His strong arm twitched underneath me, and I clamped a hand over my mouth, hoping I didn’t wake him. He pulled me closer to his side. With his eyes shut, he kissed my forehead. The coarseness of his beard tickled the bridge of my nose, and I scrunched up my face. I wasn’t a fan of beards, especially wild and out-of-control ones like his. A little scruff never bothered me, but too much irritated my skin. Not that I told him. I didn’t pull away from his warmth. Instead, I buried my face in his shoulder and nestled into him. I inhaled deeply, enjoying the heavy woods and smoky bonfire aroma that clung to his skin. 
“You okay?” Dec asked, his voice heavy with sleep. 
I didn’t answer, opting to instead press my mouth to his. A wistful sigh passed through him, and his breath mingled with mine. As if the effort was too much in his sleep state, he rolled to face me with a groan building in his throat. Not once did his eyes open. His hand found the curve of my neck, and his tongue brushed over my bottom lip in a silent question. I opened my mouth to him, my tongue meeting his eagerly.
His kisses were long and lazy, stealing my breath and making my head swim. My stomach tensed with anticipation. My pulse quickened, all the blood rushing south as my arousal spiked. I was suddenly starving all over again in a way only he could satiate. 
His arm tightened around me as I wiggled closer, enjoying the warmth radiating from him. He tugged the sheet aside and gave me complete access to his naked body. My hands roamed over each and every muscle. I admired them in great detail as I kissed him more desperately. The impressive length of his dick pressed heavily into my hip. My need for him soared. My body readily recalled how he stretched me, filled me, and touched me in all the right places with every thrust.
I wanted that again. Badly.
His leg slipped between my knees while he pushed me gently onto my back. I welcomed the weight of his body. When his lips touched the spot beneath my ear, I shivered with the sensations rolling through my nerves. His hand skimmed my body, kneading my breasts, gripping my hips, and cupping my ass. The rough pads of his fingers were a stark contrast to the tenderness in his touch. 
It drove me wild. Absolutely up a wall.
Everywhere he touched was on fire, the heat unbearable. It left me panting. I was a mess. A dripping, desperate mess needing more. So much more. My hips rose into his strong thigh, seeking some kind of friction against my sensitive clit. His touch just wasn’t enough. The way my muscles tightened, how my heart pounded in my chest, and the wetness building between my thighs left me frantic for more.
His hand traced the curve of my hip. The anticipation shot through me like lightning as he edged closer to my center. When he paused, however, I whimpered. I whimpered. Shit, I was a needy mess. 
“You sure?” Dec asked quietly and leaned back to catch my gaze. His incredibly dark eyes shimmered in the neon lights as he searched my face, waiting for me to answer. He was asking for my consent—something else I didn’t know how to handle. Who even did that anymore? I was so used to men expecting sex if we’d gotten this far. 
“Yes!” I exclaimed breathlessly. A soft chuckle vibrated against my neck as his head dipped down, and his teeth nipped at my skin. I groaned with relief when his fingers dipped inside me, twisting and stretching with every tantalizing thrust, while his palm gave me the pressure I craved. I met his pace and urged him to go faster.
His hips ground against my thigh, his hard dick pressing into my soft flesh in tandem with his hand. His breathing picked up, and his mouth grew more demanding. The kisses he trailed along my neck and jaw were harder, more intense, as little by little he woke up. Kisses became quick nips. My quiet moans became louder cries. 
I needed more. I needed him.
“Fuck me,” I begged, not caring how pathetic or desperate I sounded. I was a puddle in his hand, literally and figuratively. “Please, Dec.”
Pulling out, he fumbled around the nightstand for the second condom. I impatiently touched every inch of him I could. I ran my hands through his mussed hair, traced the curves of his broad shoulders, and followed the definition of the muscles in his abdomen. His mouth caught mine in a heated kiss, tongue shoving relentlessly past my lips, while he positioned himself between my thighs. 
He thrust into me with one sharp movement. My body stretched wide to accommodate his size as my muscles contracted tight around him. He groaned into my mouth, or maybe I groaned into his. 
God, he was huge.
The first time I’d been on top, and we’d taken our time. We’d made an entire drunken dance of it as we learned how our bodies fit together. That wasn’t the case this time. On autopilot, Dec chased his own release. His body gave into instinct as sleep and the remnant of alcohol weighed down on him. He thrust hard and fast, driving me down into the mattress. The bed banged against the thin wall for all the neighbors to hear, but I didn’t care. 
We were trapped in a hungry dance for sweet relief—both his and mine. 
My legs locked around his hips, dragging him as deep as possible. He braced his body over mine, his muscles tense. He grunted and moaned while his forehead tipped against mine. I tangled my fingers in his hair, kissing him hard and tasting him. 
Head-to-toe, I grew impossibly hot, my core tightening as my orgasm raced up on me. My nails dug into his ass as I lost control. I writhed underneath him and matched his pace. His name fell off my lips as the sudden and intense relief crashed down on me like a tsunami. I came hard, my muscles clamping down on him.
His pace grew frantic in response. He tilted my hips and changed the angle at which he drove into me. It hit a spot I’d long forgotten existed, making me cry out with pleasure as I came hard and fast a second time. It rolled through me violently, my body going rigid around his and my breath catching in my chest. 
“Oh, God,” I cried out. 
I saw stars. Literal stars.
The growl he let out was deeply and utterly primal, sending a wave of chills through my body. I’d never heard a man make such a sound. He shoved hard into me, burying his dick as deep as possible as he came. His forehead touched mine while his body tensed. His dick pulsed and jerked inside me in the aftermath. Dec’s warm breath flooded my face, his heavy panting matching mine. My thighs trembled against his hips. I melted into the bed, my body relaxing even as I felt miles high. 
I didn’t get the chance to come down. 
Rather, he didn’t let me. 
“One more time, honey,” he whispered against my lips while slipping out of me. The emptiness was sudden, but I didn’t have time to hate it. His fingers found my clit, eliciting a gasp from me. My back arched, and my hands clawed at his skin with the explosion of delicious sensations. A quick nip to my ear, his lips brushing my neck, his fingers swirling in quick circles with alternating pressure. He sought out every spot to send me higher. 
I was at his mercy—euphorically so—as he worked my body with every bit of knowledge he’d figured out throughout the night. I was clay to be molded in his hands, and he was a master artist. 
I exploded, coming hard in a way that overwhelmed my entire body. Every nerve blazed. I screamed his name. My legs locked around him as I rode the surging wave until I was barely able to catch my breath and practically vibrating head to toe. 
Dec slid off the bed, kissing his way down the front of my body as he went. I wiggled and laughed with the rolling sensations over my nerves from such a simple gesture. While he disappeared into the bathroom to clean up, I grinned stupidly at the ceiling. My heart thudded wildly in my chest. Goosebumps peppered my body as the sweat on my skin cooled. 
Goddamn, the man was incredible.
He did things to my body I forgot were possible. He knew every button to open me up and every nerve to stroke to send me flying. 
“Why do you do that?” I asked when he came out of the bathroom. The plastic tarps crinkled loudly under his feet despite how hard he tried to avoid the noise, making me giggle quietly. 
“Do what?” he replied. His side of the bed sank as he knelt. I shimmied over, grabbing the sheet and wrapping it around my body. Dropping down next to me, he slid a hand under my pillow and dragged me against his side. 
“Continue with me, even though you finished.”
“Just because I’m done doesn’t mean you have to be,” he muttered with a half-hearted shrug. He tugged the sheet from around me to cover the lower half of his body. “But also, if I wear you out, there’s a stronger chance I’ll make it to the morning with you being a possible serial killer and all.” 
“Ah,” I let out, smiling into his chest. “That’s a solid plan.”
“Are you completely worn out?” Dec teased darkly. “Ready to sleep and let me live through the night? Or should I keep going?”
Under the sheet, his fingers ran a lazy track down my side as he traced the curve of my hip. My skin tingled everywhere he touched. His hand traveled further south, completely ready and willing to keep going if I said so. 
“As tempting as that is,” I began and snuggled further under his arm, “I need my sleep, you know. I’m a possible serial killer, not a machine. That’s hard work. Even I need my sleep.”
“Good to know,” he said. He kissed the top of my head with a deep sigh. I stilled in his arms, listening to the way his steady heartbeat slowed as sleep took him over. 
I missed this.
I missed the comfort of another body next to mine. I missed building a connection with someone special. 
The comfort of lying in a strange man’s arms felt strange but lulled me into the deepest sleep I’d had in a long time. Even if it was just one with Dec, it was exactly the kind of night I needed. He was an odd calm before the storm I was preparing to embrace. 
Or maybe I would be the storm. Who knew? 
Change was coming. That was the only thing I knew. A new year, a new me. One foot in front of the other, one moment at a time… it was happening. 
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DECLAN






Fuck me.
I needed water. Enough to drown in, not just chase away the dehydration. My head was pounding, my mouth was a fucking cotton ball, and my muscles were aching. Early rays of sunlight peeked through the thin curtains as I blinked, trying to clear my blurry vision and regain my bearings. 
Long strands of blonde hair draped over my neck, my chest, my shoulders… her hair was everywhere. Literally. Her body tangled with mine. An arm wrapped tight around my waist, a leg curled with mine, and her head nestled into my neck. She’d made herself completely comfortable in her sleep, the quiet sound of her snoring filling the room. She was soft and warm against my side. Her presence offered a comfort I didn’t know I needed. As much as I had to get up, I didn’t want to. My stay was over, and I had a two-hour drive to get back to Cedar Harbor. 
In careful movements, I separated from her and rolled up into a sitting position. Instantly, I regretted it. Everything protested it. Even my wolf resisted deep inside me. It wasn’t thrilled with me. There was a fine line between getting drunk and drinking too much. I hadn’t tiptoed that line. I pole-vaulted my way over it and taunted it from the other side. 
I did everything in my power not to wake her as I got dressed, but the damn tarps on the floor made it difficult. Awake and sober, the tarps were even weirder than the night before. I wanted to believe she really did have a thing for germs, but it was hard to tell with people. Just because I adored the drunk woman in the bar more than I should’ve didn’t mean I was oblivious to how little I knew about her. But I wanted to.
It was a dangerous thought to toy with—something I needed to leave behind in the motel room with her.
I grabbed her key off the dresser and carried my boots outside, slipping them on once the door shut behind me. With as crappy as I felt, I needed coffee, which meant she probably would too. The least I could do before ducking out was leave a cup for her to wake up to. Was that weird? What message did that send? Thanks for the sex, here’s a cup of coffee?
Hopefully, that wasn’t the message I’d be sending. 
A light dusting of snow drifted lazily through the clean sky as I tugged my jacket tighter around me. It was cold even for me. Up the road, Jimmy’s front door was wide open as a man swept the front entryway and shoved the dirt outside. Seeing Cillian Byrne always gave me a moment of pause. My uncle looked so much like his brother that it made me wonder what my dad would’ve looked like. Uncle Cil’s dark hair was cut close against the sides of his head, highlighting the heavy touch of gray above his ears, while the top was a finger-combed mess. His facial hair was a cascade of dark and gray hairs against his tanned skin. He was tall and thin with a touch of what he affectionately called a hard-earned dadbod. When he saw me walking up, the corners of his midnight blue eyes crinkled as he grinned. 
“Boy, you look like shit,” Uncle Cil pointed out, leaning against his broom. 
“Thanks,” I grumbled. He stepped aside to let me in. 
“I heard you damn near closed out the bar last night,” he said. “I can’t help but notice you weren’t dropped off by Arnie this time.”
Fuck.
“No.” I shook my head. “No, I wasn’t.”
“I also can’t help but notice you’re coming from the motel.”
Double fuck. Damn nosy man.
“Got coffee, Uncle Cil?” I asked instead, hoping to change the topic. There was no way in hell I’d talk about the night with my uncle, even if the conversation would remain private. Uncle Cil had left Cedar Harbor long before I was born. He’d been unable to handle the expectations put on him by the pack. We’d bonded over that fact after I’d tracked him down. The result of his choices cut him off from the rest of the pack, including our family. I wasn’t even sure Mom kept up with him after he abandoned the pack. 
“Come on.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, and I winced. He was too loud and too touchy. Or maybe I was too grumpy and too sore. As he pulled me into the bar with him, he laughed. I welcomed the darkness of the empty bar, resting my head in my hands when I settled on a barstool. Uncle Cil moved around the big room as he talked. “You beat the holiday breakfast crowd by a good hour or so. I ain’t got nothing made, but I can whip you something really quick if you want.”
The thought of food made my stomach roll violently. Bile stung the back of my throat.
“No, but thanks,” I said. “I’m good for right now. Just two cups of coffee to go, please. I need to get back on the road. I’m late getting back home.”
“Two?” Uncle Cil repeated with a widening smile. 
“Yes, two.”
While he disappeared in the back, I massaged my temples and rubbed my eyes, trying hard to force myself to wake up. Two hours on the road would be hell if I couldn’t get my shit together. 
“Drink this first,” Uncle Cil ordered, startling the crap out of me. I hadn’t heard him come back. Stealthy old man. He set a tall glass of water on the bar in front of me while balancing two cups of coffee in his other hand. “Water’s more important than coffee, kid. You drink that, you get these.”
I didn’t argue. Besides not having the energy to do so, I knew he was right. Water first, then enough caffeine to make me feel human. I scoffed at the thought, grinning to myself. I only passed for human on the surface. My wolf on the inside was a different story.
The cold liquid went down easily, and I gulped it down. The dry mouth feeling slowly faded, and my body instantly felt grateful. It wasn’t enough, but it was a start. 
“You sure I can’t make you something?” he asked when I finished. He set one cup of coffee down in front of me. “Hell, I think Maddie keeps protein bars and snacks in the office if you want some of those.”
“No, I’m good, but thank you,” I replied with a small smile. His attempt to take care of me was appreciated. Uncle Cil would give me the shirt off his back if I asked it of him. He tried to make up for the years he’d missed out on. I didn’t know how to tell him he didn’t have a damn thing to make up for. Just seeing him and getting to know the family he’d made for himself was enough for me. “Mom’s making us all brunch. May I?”
I gestured for the second cup. Instead of handing it to me, he inched it further out of my reach. Damn it. 
“Who’s the other coffee for?” Uncle Cil grinned deviously as I tried to reach for the cup. “Come on, Declan. I know you. You won’t drink two cups of coffee on your way home, and you came from the motel. Who is she?”
“Fuck.” I sighed and ran my hands over my face. “A woman I met here last night. She’s staying at the motel. Don’t ask me why because honestly, I can’t remember ninety percent of what we talked about last night.”
“Good for you,” he said and set the cup down.
“That’s it?” I demanded. I expected some kind of backlash or speech on why I shouldn’t have gone back with her. Or maybe that’s just what Mom would say. 
“Kid, you’re young.” Uncle Cil chuckled. “There’s plenty of time to get serious about a girl. Hell, you’ve been serious about most things in your life—all your life—from what I can tell. It’s about time you let go and have a little fun. Who cares if you hooked up with a random girl you met in a bar? You paid your tab, so I don’t fucking care.”
He didn’t care about my tab. More often than not, I fought with him about paying the regular price for everything. Something about a family discount.
“Okay.”
“I will say, I think you’re the only guy out there that leaves a hookup at her place only to go right back and bring her coffee,” he continued before I could say more. I frowned. I was being polite. “It’s not typically how things are done.”
“I’ve never done this,” I retorted. “Besides, it’s good manners. I feel like shit. She’s going to feel like shit—”
“You did your job wrong if she wakes up feeling like shit.”
“Not—the alcohol!” I exclaimed. I stood up, swiping the two cups of coffee off the bar. “You know what, I’m not explaining myself to you.”
“Good!”
“I did what I did, and I’m doing what I’m doing!”
“Good for you,” Uncle Cil said. His laughter followed me as I made my way to the door. “Happy New Year, Declan.”
“New year, new me,” I called back. That only made him laugh harder. 
“Uh-huh. Says the man bringing a strange woman coffee.”
“I’m not apologizing for being me,” I yelled with a grin as I nudged the door open with my boot. “I’ll see you later, Uncle Cil.”
“Drive safe, kid. Text me when you get there,” he said. 
“Love you.” The door clicked shut before I could be sure he heard me. I didn’t turn around to check, though. I needed to get on the road, especially as the snow swirled heavier in the air. From how the gray clouds thickened in the air, a storm was coming. Most of the roads between East Havenwood and Cedar Harbor were winding forest roads. Plows were scarce. I wanted to get ahead of whatever storm would hit us. 
I left my boots outside as I let myself back into her room, not wanting to battle the plastic tarps more than necessary. Rae was exactly where I left her, softly snoring and gorgeously wrapped around the pillow I’d slept on. I set down both cups of coffee and grabbed the pen off her dresser. It was corny—definitely one of my stupider ideas. Minding the hot liquid, I scrawled a playful message on her to-go cup and left it where she could see it on the nightstand. 
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Maybe I did suck at one-night stands and keeping it casual, but I liked the idea of making her smile one last time. Even knowing I’d never see the woman again, it was worth it. I tucked wild strands of hair away from her pretty face. With slow movements, I tilted her chin toward me and brushed my lips against hers in a chaste kiss. 
She let out a blissful sigh as she smiled in her sleep and snuggled further into the pillow. 
I’d done the one-night stand thing all wrong. I was honestly interested in this woman—this chaotic, wildly fascinating, and uninhibited woman with a laugh that’d haunt me for a lifetime. Call it fate, destiny, or three crazy old men… but something about her soul called out to mine.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t a thought I could entertain, so I’d hold onto the thought of her. One night would be enough. At least I kept telling myself that. 
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Four Months Later
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The woods whispered to me. 
They called to my soul, reaching out to my wolf as it slumbered deep inside me. 
My wolf stirred. 
Rays of early morning sun gleaned through the thick canopy of trees. Their golden glow lifted the heavy shadows off leaves of emerald green and thickened moss. The night’s fog began to lift around me. There was a warmth that came with it as the haze of winter faded to give way to spring. Moisture beaded along my skin, inciting a shiver down my spine. A cool morning breeze combed through my dark hair and danced across my naked skin, bringing on a prickle of goosebumps in every place it touched. I breathed in deeply, letting the woods fill my lungs as I stretched my taut muscles. 
My heart was steady, and my mind was clear. In the woods, there were no expectations. There was no stress. The woods wanted nothing of me and offered me everything. It was the home I desperately craved, a calm in the chaos of my everyday life. 
A smile curled my lips as I lifted my face to the sun. 
Beneath the surface, my wolf begged to be released. 
I could feel its urges, its desires. 
It wanted freedom. 
It wanted to run. 
And so, I let it. 
Shifting wasn’t painful. It hadn’t been since I was a teenager. It was as easy as breathing, as easy as living. 
Soft fur rippled across every inch of my tanned skin in waves of deep auburn. It thickened and lengthened. I dropped to my knees and gave in to my wild side. Powerful muscles coiled in anticipation as my wolf made its way to the outside world. Everything physically human about me vanished with the flawless transition. 
My wolf and I were one again. 
I shook my body out, my fur ruffling. I lifted my snout skyward and inhaled the crisp breeze. It left me invigorated and excited. 
Yes, the woods whispered to me, and my wolf always answered. 
[image: image-placeholder]Naked and drenched in sweat, I trudged out of the woods two hours later. The heavy underbrush thinned and gave way to the dirt path leading up to my back porch. The sun had long since crested the horizon. Despite its height, the weather hadn’t warmed at all, and I was cold as hell even coming off a long run. Clothes weren’t an option with shifting no matter how badly I wished they were when the weather turned frigid. Too many pairs of pants had been sacrificed to my wolf in my long past. I wanted to avoid adding more to the list. 
My house was nothing more than a modest two-story cabin on the edge of the woods, but it belonged to me. That was all I cared about. I’d worked my ass off between running my own business and working two other jobs to buy my cabin. There was something earnest in that considering how often things were handed to me in this town. 
The backyard was as bare as the front yard, trodden down with dirt and little grass. Piles of neatly stacked firewood lined the side of the porch, and seven chairs were gathered around an open fire pit. It was an old cabin with something always needing to be fixed. Last year it’d been the front porch, the year before it’d been the back door, and the year before that the roof had fallen into my bedroom during the heaviest snowstorm of the year. The only thing I had going for me was that I knew how to fix most of it on my own. Anything I couldn’t fix, I knew a guy who could and would in a heartbeat without question. I’d learned a lot because of my house, and they were all skills I could put back into my repair business. Win-win.
Sitting on the back steps, Somhairle Byrne chuckled around a cigarette as I approached the cabin. Somhairle was just Sam. Always had been, always would be. He hated his full name and hated explaining how to pronounce it to people. Still, I took it upon myself to remind him at least once a year of just how incredibly Irish he was, right down to his name. Usually, that day was St. Patrick’s Day because I was an asshole. 
He wasn’t one to announce his arrival. He showed up precisely when he wanted without question, and usually, I didn’t object. Maybe that was why I was still single. I spent more time entertaining my brothers than I did entertaining the idea of dating. Lately, a certain chaotic blonde was the center of my dating thoughts, but that was a dead-end road I knew I couldn’t stay on. 
Sam wasn’t technically my brother. We were cousins a year apart in age and had been inseparable from the moment I could yank on his hair. When we were kids, his parents died in a car accident. Sam was five while Finn—his younger brother—was barely three months old. That day, they moved in with us as my parents were their legal guardians. 
That day the Byrne cousins became the Byrne brothers. 
We never looked back. 
With Sam’s long chocolate hair pushed back from his face and a heavy spattering of facial hair along his sharp jaw, he was the spitting image of his father. His tanned skin told of the time he spent outside, and his worn clothes showed off days of hard work. The tips of his fingers were shades darker than the rest of him. Years working under the hood of a car had permanently changed them. Even the good soap, as he called it, didn’t quite help. As with all of us Byrne boys, his eyes were a startling shade of midnight blue. 
“You’re late,” Sam commented with a grin, his gritty voice full of amusement. 
“This isn’t your house,” I retorted. I came to a stop by the fire pit, not at all bothered by being completely naked in front of him. All Byrnes born were wolves, which meant Sam had his own wolf to wrestle with. After our first shift, we all had to get comfortable with being naked real fast. To be honest, the transition to being comfortable with it had been an awkward one between teenage urges and out-of-control shifts. Some embarrassing stories were floating around out there, and if no one ever brought up again, I’d be a happy man. Unfortunately, Sam knew roughly ninety percent of those stories and wouldn’t hesitate to bring them up for a laugh. 
“Here.” He reached behind him for the pile of clothes I’d left sitting out before my run and tossed them across the open space. I caught them, ready to get warm again. “Cover up. No one wants to see that shit. Dangling all over the place. Jesus fuck. Have some decency, will you? We’re not animals, you know.”
I snorted as I shook my head, listening to him laugh at me. 
“What’re you doing here, Sam?” I asked. As we spoke, I quickly dressed in a pair of worn-down jeans, a white shirt, and thick socks. I tugged my favorite flannel jacket tight around me, welcoming the warmth of its fleece against the Washington cold. 
“I’m bored,” Sam admitted with a shrug.
“It’s what? Eight in the morning?” 
“Couldn’t sleep.”
“Finn?”
“Fucking Finn,” Sam said, nodding slowly. His expression was annoyed, which I understood. Finn was something else. He danced to the beat of his own drum, doing his own thing and not caring what happened in the crossfire. If a good time was to be had, he found it. His determined mindset would’ve done wonders if applied right, but we had yet to see an attempt to mature from him. Most weekends he left, and most nights he drank with friends. Kid needed a strong dose of reality.
“When are you going to tell him to move his dumb ass out?” I demanded. Finn had been crashing Sam’s spare room for what was supposed to be a few weeks after being kicked out of his apartment. A few weeks, however, had turned into a few years. He rarely paid his way, he kept odd hours, and he had a serious lack of consideration for anything that was Sam’s. I wasn’t even sure the kid had a job. Despite Sam’s attempts, Finn still hadn’t gotten his shit together. If it was me, I would’ve packed his shit and dropped him off at Mom’s a long time ago. Don’t get me wrong, Finn was a good kid, but he lacked serious direction. If anyone could tough love him into growing up, it would be Mom. 
Ultimately, though, Sam would never kick him out. Sam had too big a heart to do that. For as much as we were all family, he carried the burden of feeling responsible for Finn. Nothing would change that, and Sam would keep helping him no matter the cost. He was loyal to a fault. I both admired it and hated it about him. Sam had his own demons he needed to deal with without having to chase Finn around. 
Shoeless and not caring, I eased down on the top step next to Sam. I welcomed the lack of movement. Fuck, everything hurt. My wolf was satisfied but had run me into the ground in the process. 
“How exactly does one tell their baby brother to get the fuck out?” he shot back. He flicked away his cigarette and laid back on the porch, draping an arm over his eyes. “I’m so fucking tired, Dec. So fucking tired of fighting with him. I’m going to kill him… drag his stubborn ass out into the woods and kill him.”
“Drag his ass to Mom’s instead,” I told him. “Just leave him and his stuff on the front step like a lost puppy.”
“You say that like it’s easy.”
“It’s not, but I dropped your ass off at Mom’s, didn’t I?” I said. Before getting his own house, Sam had lived with me. The arrangement was short-lived. It hadn’t been ideal for either of us. 
“I wasn’t a disaster of a human being,” Sam retorted. 
“No, but you kept bringing the damn wolf into my living room.” True story. One too many times, I’d come home to find a big black wolf holed up in my living room. Broken furniture was always involved. I’d learned a lot about carpentry and learned just how much I enjoyed living alone. 
“It was warm inside!” he exclaimed. 
“You broke my table!”
“I fixed the table! And the chair!”
“You never fixed the chair.” I shook my head. Or half a dozen other things. 
“I never fixed the chair?” Sam shot upright, his expression confused. “Really?”
“You never fixed the chair,” I repeated. No, I’d fixed the chair because I got tired of waiting for him to do it.
“Fuck,” he muttered. “I’ll fix the chair.”
“It’s already fixed.”
“I’ll… make it up to you or something,” he muttered. He wouldn’t. I opened my mouth to say more, but he didn’t let me. “How was your run?”
“Why the fuck are you really here?” I asked instead. I knew he wasn’t bored and was just trying to fill the time with small talk. Sam had mastered filling his time with little things like writing, reading, woodworking, and more. If it could be a hobby, he’d tried at least a dozen times to master it as one. He didn’t like being bored because being bored meant he started thinking about things—a dangerous road for him to go down. 
“You have better coffee than I do,” Sam said with a shrug. Another lie. I drank instant coffee because it was fast to make and cheap to buy. It was also crappy as hell. I wasn’t picky. “You—”
“Real reason, Sam.” The edge to my voice offered no room for argument. 
“My wolf was restless yesterday, so I went for a run, slept in the woods, caught wind of your stench this morning, and thought I’d come visit,” he answered with a heavy sigh. Oh, crap. I frowned, wondering how long the restlessness had been lingering. Sam’s wolf wasn’t a Wild One, a feral wolf disconnected from humanity. It didn’t completely shut Sam’s consciousness out during shifts but was the closest to a Wild One I’d ever come across. Sam needed serious grounding. He needed something to hold his attention, to focus on. I was worried about how long Sam could keep his wolf at bay before it completely took him over, and we lost him. It was rare, but the stories of it happening were out there. I’d do just about anything to keep Sam from becoming one of those stories. 
“You coming in for breakfast?” I changed the subject. We didn’t need to delve into his wolf. It only made things worse. “I can make something—”
“Mom made maple pecan pancakes,” Sam interjected. With that one sentence, a deep sense of dread knotted my stomach. 
“Mom’s here?” I asked, hoping to hell he meant Mom had dropped off the pancakes and left. Her being in my kitchen cooking was on the short list of things I didn’t want. 
“Yeah.” Sam glanced at me with a grin. “Didn’t I mention that?”
Fucker. 
“You did not.”
“Hey, Dec,” he began, his smile widening, “Mom’s here, and she wants to have the talk with you.”
Fuck me. Not a talk. The talk.
“I can’t imagine what about,” I muttered, my tone dripping with sarcasm. We both knew exactly what the talk was about and exactly how it’d go. Mom had it regularly with both of us. As a Byrne, I had a responsibility to my pack to ensure its survival. 
I needed a damn wife.
The problem was filling the position. The only person who had my interest was a certain gorgeous blonde I’d met on New Year’s Eve. I couldn’t shake her, and I needed to. I had to get her out of my head and do what was expected of me.
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Maeve Byrne was single-handedly the only person in the world who I was both terrified of and would also kill anyone for—if she didn’t take care of it first. Mom was a wonderful woman in every way. Warm and kind. She took care of anyone who needed it without a second thought about the costs. The problem was, she also had absolutely no issue handing you your ass if she thought it needed to happen. All in the name of taking care of you. That terrified me because she never held back, and she was always right. No matter how much I didn’t want her to be. She was as blunt and honest as possible while still being the utmost definition of gentle. After my dad died, Mom had been left to raise six boys under thirteen. I was pretty sure we’d made her that way. We were loud and chaotic, yanked her in every direction, and ran her into the ground. Still, we all turned out all right thanks to her. 
Mom kept busy in my kitchen, drifting between plates on the counter, dirtied bowls in the sink, and the running stove. I frowned at the sheer number of pancakes she’d made. There were way too many pancakes. Even with Sam there, the few dozen she’d made would never be eaten, and I rarely ate leftovers. I was lucky if I remembered to grab a protein bar to go with my morning coffee. I made a mental note to have her take most of it back to the pack house. Someone there could eat them. 
Her deep chestnut hair was perfectly arranged around her shoulders, and her clothes were neatly pressed and wrinkle-free as always. Her broad smile lit up the room, and her voice was pleasant as she quietly sang under her breath. Standing just barely over five feet, my brothers and I towered over her. However, with one look from her stormy gray eyes, the woman could put us all back in our place without ever saying a single word. 
Like I said, terrifying.
As I walked in, Mom glanced up and stopped singing. She smiled wide, but the gesture didn’t reach her eyes. They remained steely, ready for the shit show coming. I was fucked. That expression only confirmed her visit was more of a formality than a pleasantry.
“Hello, my sweet darlings,” she greeted. 
“Mom,” I said. I took my time stripping out of my jacket and meandering through my house. Whatever I could do to delay the conversation was worth it. 
“How was your run?” Mom asked. 
“Not long enough,” I muttered, and Sam chuckled. He was all too privy to my complaints about my conversations with Mom about pack expectations and duties. She had the same conversations with him. We were both over thirty. It meant we were running out of time. I hated that phrase. As if the pressure wasn’t enough. We both had quite an aversion to dating, which honestly caused a problem for the future of the pack. Mom had no issues reminding us of it. I dropped into a chair at the kitchen table with a sigh. “What’re you doing here, Mom?”
“Making breakfast obviously,” she answered, her tone flippant. The way her gaze flicked in Sam’s direction wasn’t lost on me. She wasn’t happy with his presence. Fuck. 
“These smell amazing,” Sam said. He reached for a plate, but she slid it away. 
“I made yours to go, honey,” Mom replied and offered him a container. It wasn’t so much of an offer as an order. She wanted him out of the house. Double fuck. That notion hit me hard in the gut. If Mom wanted to talk to me alone, things were worse than I thought. 
“Thanks, Mom.” He swooped down to give her a quick kiss on the cheek, tucked the container under his arm, and fished through my drawers for a fork. With a grin, he passed on by, saying, “I’ll bring it back. Promise.”
“No, you won’t. Half my forks are missing,” I scoffed. More than half my forks, a third of my spoons, and two knives. What the hell Sam had done with my silverware was beyond me. There was no hope of seeing them again, along with all the food containers and one coffee mug that had been surrendered to him. 
“Go easy on him, Mom,” Sam called out. He slammed the door before she could reply. 
“You’d think I raised him in a barn,” Mom muttered, her eyes widening slightly as she faced me. “That boy slams every damn door he comes across.”
“Don’t I know it.” I chuckled. 
“Was your run a good one?” 
“Yes.” The fact that she fell back on small talk told me she was trying to gauge my mood. I forced a smile as I got to my feet and grabbed a mug from the drying rack. As I filled it with water and put it in the microwave, I asked, “Can I make you a cup? I have the creamer you like.”
Mom didn’t visit often, but I still liked to keep some stuff around that I knew she liked—her favorite milk creamer and apple fizzy water. 
“No but thank you. The doctor said I need to cut down on my caffeine.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m not getting any younger apparently.”
I frowned. The information about the doctor was news. She hadn’t mentioned it before. 
“I have instant decaf I can make,” I offered. 
“What good is coffee without caffeine?” Mom countered. The notion broke the tension in me and made me chuckle. 
“That’s a solid point.” I fell silent and stayed busy making my coffee. I was lagging, but I had clients to meet later in the day. In the quiet, Mom wrapped up cooking and organized the dishes in the sink. Only when I was fully situated at the table, did I broach the topic again. “What are you doing here, Mom?”
“Can’t I visit my favorite oldest son—”
“Mom.” My tone was sharp as I interrupted her. There was no point in beating around the bush. “We both know it’s bigger than that. You wouldn’t have kicked Sam out.”
“I didn’t kick Sam out—”
“You kicked Sam out in the politest way possible. Pancakes and all. What do you need.”
“I ran into Maggie yesterday,” she began. There it was. I sighed in frustration. 
An image of Maggie with her sunshine-golden hair and hazel-gray eyes flashed through my mind. Maggie Flemming was the woman everyone thought I’d end up marrying. She was brilliant, compassionate, and sweet. We’d dated for years, broke up, got back together, and repeated the same dance all through high school and for well over a decade after. No matter how hard I tried, we always seemed to be drawn right back to each other. To most people, it made sense for us to get married. Hell, some days it made sense to me that I should marry her. She was the only woman I’d ever been in a relationship with. 
But I’d be settling. It wasn’t that she was beneath me in any way. No, Maggie was truly fantastic. I was the problem. I wanted something she couldn’t offer. What the hell that was, I had no idea. We kept breaking up because I was bored and unhappy. We kept getting back together because I let her convince me it was the right time for us to be together. 
Still, something was missing. A hole I couldn’t fill. The same hole a certain chaotic blonde with a strange love for tarps had torn wide open. Rae had left me wanting something I couldn’t have. I didn’t know what to do with that. 
“Mom—”
“Don’t take that tone with me, Declan Conor Byrne,” Mom snapped over me. Oh, crap. Stacking a plate with four pancakes, she brought them over and set them in front of me. While she made herself comfortable, I pushed the plate away, not hungry. “This is a conversation we need to have.”
She gestured to the space between us to drive her point home. 
“Why?”
“Because you have a duty to the pack,” Mom said. 
“I’m aware, Mom,” I replied. 
“You need to pick a wife,” she reminded me as if I needed reminding. That expectation fucking haunted me.
“I know,” I whispered. My gaze fell on my coffee mug. I hated this conversation. It felt like a blatant neon sign of my pending failures and how Mom expected I’d fail as well. 
“Sooner rather than later, Declan,” she continued. “You’re running out of time.”
“Mom, I can’t. This isn’t one of those things you rush,” I told her. 
Popular media had sorely misrepresented how wolf packs worked. And it was annoying as hell. The concept of an alpha male was outdated, proved wrong by researchers, but what did science know? There were no fights for singular dominance in our pack or most packs. No one gave out orders or demanded allegiance. Instead, packs were a simple hierarchy of breeding males and females for lack of better terminology. It sounded uglier than it was. 
My ancestors—the Byrnes—founded our pack generations ago. Our family guided the pack, provided help when needed, and ensured our survival. Survival looked a little different in a modern-day setting. We weren’t facing plagues, wars, or the like. Mostly we kept our pack from doing stupid shit around humans because humans were the biggest threat to our survival. There was no telling what humans might do if they learned wolf shifters lived among them. 
We had a responsibility to create the next generation of the pack. We weren’t the only ones having kids, but we were the only ones required to do so. Each of the six of us had to start a family by the time we turned forty or we faced the consequences. 
We’d have to leave. Like Uncle Cil had done. We’d have to leave the pack and Cedar Harbor for good. If we couldn’t do the one thing needed to ensure the future of our pack, what good were we? 
That pressure was nauseating and anxiety-inducing. 
As the oldest of the six Byrne boys, I was pushing thirty-five. I needed to figure this shit out fast, but every time I thought about it, I only seemed to stall even more. 
“And I’d be inclined to agree,” Mom began slowly, “if you were making any effort at all. When was the last time you even went out with anyone?”
I frowned. Pretty sure a shady motel hookup wasn’t on the list of appropriate answers.
“Over three years,” I said softly.
“When you and Maggie last broke up,” she finished for me. “I’ve been trying to give you the space you need to figure yourself out, but it’s been over three years, Declan. If you still have feelings for her—”
“I don’t,” I dismissed the notion quickly. I didn’t need Mom on the Maggie-train all over again. She’d have the wedding planned next week if I let her. 
“Then what’s holding you up? Children don’t just magically happen, you know. It takes—”
“I know what it takes to have kids!” I exclaimed. I didn’t need that talk. Ever again.
“Nolan, Finn, and Lucas are still young. They have time,” she said. “You, on the other hand, don’t. You’re going to have to decide soon. I know this is hard. Your dad struggled with it, too.”
I sighed as I ran a hand through my hair. Mom had married a Byrne. She wasn’t born one. If I was being honest, I didn’t think she truly understood the anxiety of the choice I had to make. She hadn’t gone through it. 
“He left, you know,” Mom continued. “Cedar Harbor, that is.”
“He moved to Chicago,” I finished for her. “I know the story. You’ve told us.”
“What you don’t know is that he didn’t go straight to Chicago. It took a while for your dad and me to find our way to each other.”
“Where’d he go?”
“He visited other packs, saw how they did things, met with female pack members that caught his interest.” What a diplomatic way to date. It sounded boring. I couldn’t imagine doing that. I’d come running home with my tail between my legs. “Maybe that’s what you need, Declan, if no one here is catching your interest. Maybe you need to leave for a few months or even a year.”
“I can’t leave, Mom,” I said. “I have a company to run.”
“So, let your brothers run it for a while,” she suggested with a shrug as if it was the most normal thing to expect of my brothers.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” I scoffed. Jesus fuck. I’d come back and find my whole business in shambles. They had no idea what it took to run my business. Plus, I ran my business out of my house. I didn’t need them in there every day screwing with my shit. 
“Language,” Mom said. 
“Between my business and my job, I can’t take a year off to drive around the country trying to meet a woman,” I told her. 
“So leave for a few months—”
“I’m not leaving at all, Mom.”
“Do you want a family, Declan?” Mom asked. Not what I expected. 
“I want a family and kids.” It wasn’t a lie. I did want it. I wanted all of it. The margin of error terrified me. Softly, I added, “One day.” 
“Talk to me, Declan.” Mom leaned across the table and touched my arm gently. “What’s going on in that handsome head of yours? Why are you having such a hard time with this?” 
“Honestly?”
“That’s probably the best approach, Declan.”
“It’s so… final,” I admitted quietly. 
“Are you afraid of commitment?” she replied. Her lips pursed together as I considered how to best answer her. 
“No.” I blew out a rough breath of air. It was a valid question. “I don’t think I’d say that. It’s just… whoever I pick, I have to trust her with the future of the pack.”
“You have to trust her with your future,” Mom corrected. 
“It’s not just mine,” I reiterated. “It’s the future of the pack as well. That’s a lot of people counting on me to make the right decision.”
How did I put that responsibility on someone else? I wasn’t just asking someone to marry me. I’d be asking her to lead the pack with me—to be there for everyone when they needed her. I wasn’t sure I could do it. How the hell did I know if someone else could?
At some point, one of us would have to move into the pack house to be readily available if someone in the pack needed us. A lot of families cycled in and out of the house, especially when children experienced their first few shifts. Until they were fully connected to their wolves, they were dangerous. I couldn’t count how many families Mom had helped through the phases of early shifting. 
As the oldest, I would likely be taking over the pack house. I could just imagine the level of stress and intensity that went along with it. It required finesse and compassion. How would I know I picked the right person to handle that?
Making the wrong choice wasn’t an option. The stress of it kept me up all night, and the weight of it was damn near unbearable. A faint twinge of pain spread inside my chest as my heart pounded harder.
“I’m far more concerned with your future, Declan,” Mom said. “The pack evolves. The pack survives no matter what. Who you pick has no bearing on that. You and your brothers only need to worry about building a family. You only need to worry about being happy. There are six of you. The rest will figure itself out.”
“What if I pick the wrong person?” I whispered. 
“You might,” she answered with more honesty than I was comfortable. At least go easy on me a little bit. Shit.
“That’s not encouraging.”
“Sweetheart, you’re a romantic. You’ll always be a romantic,” she replied. “I believe when you know, you know. But I also know you’ll never hear a damn thing life is trying to tell you if you don’t get your head out of your work and your heart out of the woods long enough to meet someone. What about Maggie? You two had something. You don’t just go back and forth with someone for over a decade if there’s not something there. Could you rekindle that?”
“Don’t start with the Maggie thing, Mom. She’s a lovely girl but just not the one for me,” I told her. Maybe she’d listen but probably not. “She deserves someone better than me. Someone who wants to be with her.”
“Have you tried spending time with anyone else in town?” 
“I was at Esther and Vera’s earlier this week.” I cocked a grin, breaking the tension. “I have to go back there again today.”
“Don’t encourage those women!” Mom laughed. “They’ll take you up on it and show you a thing or two you aren’t ready for in the process.”
I cringed. Esther and Vera were best friends in their eighties. They were the town's busybodies. If there was anything to know about anyone, they knew it.
“Do you know how hard it is to date in this town?” I asked instead. “If I take someone on a date, I’m taking the whole damn town on a date. I like my privacy.” 
Almost half the townspeople were pack members, so they knew who we were, and we meant something to them. The other half of the town was oblivious humans who only knew us by association. It created a weird celebrity-esque commodity of sorts. They knew we were important as the founding family of Cedar Harbor, but that wasn’t enough to make us important. They didn’t have a clue as to the real reason why we mattered. My business didn’t help either—putting me in contact with most of the town. It meant everywhere I went, someone had to talk to me. A lot. It was to the point where I had to plan my routine around it. 
“You need to figure something out, Declan. Go on sabbatical. Go out on the weekends. Move away for a while. You have to try, Declan. If you don’t do this—”
“I know what happens, Mom.”
“The six of you have a responsibility. If you don’t do this, I can’t change pack laws for you,” Mom said. 
I sighed. She was right. As a pack, we had very few laws to follow. 
Don’t hunt near town if you choose to hunt.
Don’t tell anyone our secret. 
Don’t attack the townspeople. 
Don’t kill anyone. 
Don’t force the change on anyone. 
Don’t offer the change to someone without the permission of the pack first. 
And if you were a Byrne, start a family before forty. 
Follow the laws and life was easy. Don’t follow them, and you had to answer to the pack. 
Our consequences were generally on the softer side of a slap on the wrist. We weren’t particularly fond of violence. Often, we tried to negotiate consequences into leniency and work toward rectifying mistakes made, but some things were inescapable. 
“I know.”
“You’ll be exiled,” she continued as if I needed the reminder. My jaw ticked. “You’ll have to leave, Declan.”
“I know.” 
“You’ll never be able to come—”
“Mom!” I exclaimed as I slammed my hand to the tabletop. Instantly, I regretted it as my wolf surged in response. I felt the growl building in the back of my throat and swallowed hard. Displays of anger weren’t my thing. I couldn’t afford to lose control. Even from where I sat, I could feel her wolf bristle in response. I had to get my shit together. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” she said gently. 
“I know what happens if I don’t follow through,” I told her, keeping my voice as level as possible. “I don’t need to be reminded.”
“Except I think you do,” Mom replied. It was obvious she wouldn’t back down on the matter. “You have five good years to figure this out, Declan. It may seem long, but it’s not.”
She was wrong.
Five years wasn’t long at all. Five years ticked by in the back of my head like I was Captain Hook and time was the damn crocodile chasing me down. 
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Nestled on a large plot of land between the water and the forest, the one-story house stuck out like a sore thumb. Its lawn was overgrown, thick logs were scattered across the yard, and its little dock was broken and crumbling. The wraparound porch was a rickety mess, the shudders were faded and old, and the siding needed a good power wash. At least, I hoped that was all it needed.  Screens were torn, windows were permanently cloudy, and the front door was jammed so far into the frame that it wouldn’t open. The long driveway was nothing more than dirt and smashed-down gravel leading between the house and the small garage. 
The only truly functional thing about the house was the roof, and that was because I’d had it replaced as a condition of closing. 
From the outside, it was nothing special to look at. In fact, it was likely something that should’ve been condemned a long time ago. However, inside, the house was a hidden gem. It screamed potential. The generous floor plan was open from one end of the house to the other with ease. Only one odd wall jutted out between the kitchen and the living room, creating a weird little cubby spot. Not that hard to take down. The tiny hallway gave way to the front door. Between it was a tiny bathroom—I preferred to think of it as cozy and not turning room only—and the larger of two bedrooms. The second bedroom, which should’ve been labeled an office, was at the complete opposite end of the house near the small kitchen. There was even a lovely little fireplace I couldn’t wait to use in the heart of the living room. 
The small house was the definition of a project house, but I loved it. I loved every cracked baseboard and peeling wall. I loved the old-as-hell windows and the front door that wouldn’t open. I loved the creaky floorboards and sticky cabinets. I loved the wide layout and vintage moldings. I loved the uniquely tall ceiling and the cute kitchen island. I loved the misaligned bathroom tile and the rusty sink. 
I loved it all. 
Almost. 
What I didn’t love was the atrocious vomit-green color the old owners had picked. Who honestly saw vomit-green as a pleasant color? And who thought it’d look good in the entire house? The kitchen, the living room, the bathroom, even the bedrooms… all of it. Vomit. Green. 
I squinted at it. 
Or maybe it was baby poop green…
Either way, the visual disaster needed immediate fixing. It’d be the very first thing to go. It had to, or I might just burn the whole house down and live in a motel. 
“As I said in our emails,” Kari was saying. I did my best to pay attention despite the distraction of the paint. It didn’t look as bad in the listing photos. Kari Neill was as sweet as could be. A real go-getter. It made me want her as my real estate agent, even if she was the only one in town. There had been something genuinely earnest in her simple website, our lengthy emails, and how she handled our phone calls. If it was appropriate to love your real estate agent, I loved my real estate agent. Kari was older with gray streaks folded into her dark hair and delicate age lines decorating her pretty face. Her expression was one of perpetual compassion. “The previous owners left behind all the old firewood in the backyard. It’ll come in handy when it gets cold. The heat is faulty, but the fireplace is fully functional. The air conditioning doesn’t work, and the windows don’t have functioning screens. You’ll want to watch out for bugs if you open them. There’s plenty here in Cedar Harbor, and many you don’t want in your house. Trust me.”
“Bad experience?” I asked sympathetically, making a face. She visibly shuddered. 
“Many. Don’t ask about the bugs at night. They get bigger… somehow,” she replied with a disgusted noise. My eyes widened. Bigger bugs at night, got it. That wasn’t promising at all. “The front door doesn’t work, so you’ll have to use the back.”
“I remember.” I could turn away guests easier if I couldn’t even open the front door. I smiled to myself. Not that I was a hermit by any means, but my social meter had a limit. Once met, I needed some serious T.L.C. alone. “The house is a mess, I know.”
“Are you sure you don’t want a different house, sweetheart? This one is such… a big project for one person to tackle.”
“I already own the house, Kari!” I exclaimed with a laugh. I’d bought the house without seeing it, so I understood her concern. Through our many exchanges, she’d reiterated over and over just how much work the house would be if I bought it. Nothing deterred me. “There’s no going back. Besides, I love this house.”
“It’s just a lot of work for a single woman like you,” Kari reiterated as if little old me couldn’t handle it. “It’s just so broken.”
Like me. I didn’t say that out loud. Kari didn’t know I was a widow. I didn’t have the heart to tell her, but I also wasn’t comfortable saying it out loud. My mom said I was healing, which was okay. But I was a broken mess of little fractured pieces held together by proverbial duct tape and sheer willpower. Some days were better than others. I was okay with where I was and my process, but people’s reactions bothered me the most. They got a very specific look when they heard the news. I went from Raven Woods to Raven Woods, the sad and pitiful widow in need of a hug. 
At least, it felt like that. 
I didn’t want their pity. I did that enough on my own time. I just wanted to fix my life and figure out who I was without Liam. I wanted to find my way back to my art, to my creative side, to what made me… well, me. The hole in my chest needed to be filled with something. What that something was… I didn’t have a clue.
“Well, lucky for me, I’m stubborn,” I told her proudly. Being stubborn never got me anywhere other than in trouble. I still pretended it was one of my better traits. And it was a good alternative to telling her the truth. 
“All right. If you insist.” She sighed but handed over two house keys. “Here you go. You have my number if you have any other questions. Do you have any other questions?”
“Do you know a good stylist?” I pulled on a stupidly long tendril of my ashy blonde hair. I’d meant to cut it after the new year, but while traveling to small towns in Washington, I hadn’t found one I trusted my hair with. One woman had suggested I’d look cute with choppy bangs, and I ran. No way in hell was anyone giving me choppy bangs. Been there, never again. “I need to do something about… all of this.”
“I’ll text you my girl’s number. She works miracles. Chatty as can be but works unbelievable miracles. And she’ll give you the whole low-down on Cedar Harbor while she does it,” Kari said. I couldn’t help but wonder if Kari’s girl was chatty or just Kari. I knew more about Kari’s life than I ever wanted to know simply because the woman never stopped talking. Ever. I didn’t mind bonding with people, but there was a fine line between what you told a stranger and what you shouldn’t. Having just met her and knowing the birth story of all four of her children, knowing about the time she had hemorrhoids, and more was just a little much for me. 
“Thank you,” I replied with another smile as she started out the back door. 
“You let me know if you need anything else!” she called over her shoulder. “Welcome to Cedar Harbor, honey! You’re going to love it!”
Cedar Harbor. 
A small, almost forgotten town with water on one side and thick forests with sloping land on the other. Going one way, I’d be on my way to Olympia, going the other way I’d eventually be lost in the Olympic National Forest. 
I inhaled deeply as I rolled the name of the small town over and over in my head. Admittedly, I’d overlooked the town on the map a few times as I looked at houses. When nowhere else called to my soul, I decided to give Cedar Harbor a try. 
This house—this broken as hell, cute little house—called to me. I had to have it. 
I’d never lived in a small town. I’d bounced between big cities chasing dreams and following my late husband’s career. After he’d passed away, I’d traveled the world, seeking out unique experiences and ways to get in touch with whoever I was supposed to be. 
Cedar Harbor represented everything I wasn’t used to in my life. Slow, quiet, and wild. It was such a uniquely intense place that I needed. Maybe the shock of small-town life would spark something in me. I’d spent hours scrolling through all the pictures Kari had sent me of the town. Its quaint and forgotten qualities made it desirable.
I inexplicably wanted it all. 
I wandered outside and paused on the precariously put-together old porch. The boards were likely to give at any moment, so I made sure to carefully think each step out before hopping off the steps. Just one more thing on the to-be-fixed list. 
Truly, it wasn’t even the house that mattered. 
The garage did. I had no intention of using it for my car. Instead, I wanted to gut it and completely renovate it. It was the perfect size for an art studio. With the right changes, I knew it’d be something special. I wanted to tear out the back wall for floor-to-ceiling windows to give me a full view of the waterfront. 
The view was everything. The backyard was a rolling slope of long grass spattered with a variety of wildflowers in yellows, whites, and purple. The lawn led down to a collection of wet rocks and soaked sand. The sky was moody, thick with gray clouds, and a hefty breeze brought in the clean aroma of water to mingle with the earthy scent of pine and wood clinging to the air. 
Fixed up, the dock would be a great place to hitch a little boat. I could learn to row. A hammock under a nearby tree would make a wonderful reading spot. Cleaned up, the yard would be a great place for a cute picnic set and a fire pit. 
It was picturesque and promising. 
I could imagine the way the trees would change in fall and how the brilliant colors would look across the water’s reflection. I could picture lightning dancing across a black sky with rain cascading off the trees in little waterfalls before puddling on the ground. I could imagine the way the water would freeze over in winter as snowflakes gathered on bushes and filled the yard. 
Long hikes in the woods, lazy days kayaking on the water, hours sitting by a nighttime fire. 
It was all right there in the palm of my hand. 
The potential of Cedar Harbor was endless. 
Who I could be in Cedar Harbor was infinite. 





CHAPTER 08
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RAVEN






Small-town life was an entire vibe I wasn’t prepared for, but oh… it was unbelievably incredible. My soul vibrated with excitement as I deeply immersed myself in everything Cedar Harbor had to offer. 
The houses were plentiful, branching off into tiny subdivisions off the main road. The roads were a mix of dirt and gravel with tree roots threatening to split the ground. Pine trees—maybe they were fir trees—cast towering shadows. They stood erect everywhere possible as if the town had made it a point to cut down only what was absolutely necessary. I loved that. 
Most houses needed a little extra love with their broken shutters, old porches, and wildly outgrown lawn. There were tracks in the grass where children played. Bikes were scattered wherever kids felt like dropping them, and old plastic toys were discarded everywhere as if the children shared what they had. The sentiment was sweet. The importance of raising happy, wild-hearted children clung to every neighborhood. 
I watched kids of all ages chase each other through lawns, over logs, and into the woods. Their shrieks and laughter filled the air, making me grin. Their parents hung out in small groups on porches and in yards with drinks and food scattered for everyone to pick from. Most waved as I passed, smiling in the most welcoming way while their gazes followed me with curiosity. I wasn’t used to it but reveled in it and waved back. I could get used to this. If every drive was like this one, I’d be a happy little clam every time I left the house. Big cities didn’t offer this kind of warmth. 
Main Street was the longest stretch of paved road. A tiny sigh of relief passed through me as I made the transition. My car wasn’t made for off-roading. Though, I’d probably have to invest in a new car. Dirt and gravel roads were everywhere. 
The smell of fish and sawdust swirled in the air as I drove with my windows down. I took my time to study the expansive lineup of two-story buildings that doubled as shops and in-town apartments. Bricks were weathered and windows were dusty with painted words. There was a grocery mart and a hardware store, a bookstore and a cafe, a restaurant and a thrift shop, and many other stores without names on them. Trucks, jeeps, and vans in various stages of dirty lined the street. People wandered the sidewalks, chatting amicably as they passed or stopped for conversations. Everyone knew everyone. 
My car drew attention and more casual waves as heads turned to follow my path with curiosity. I lived it up as I returned the gesture happily. It was so damn perfect. I smiled. I’d stepped my way into a secret world. 
I eased into a parking spot across the street from Monty’s Hardware & Paints. Honestly, the store needed to dive into some of its own supplies to fix itself up. The tape holding up the window and the broken sign made for questionable credibility. That was the kind of shit I needed to not say out loud. My filter didn’t always cooperate. 
The door jingled to announce my arrival. Immediately, the man at the register stood a little taller. His smile was impossibly wide, and his dark blond hair was a hand-brushed mess he pushed back from his angled face. His faded blue eyes followed me as I went straight to the paint section. 
“You must be the new girl,” he called out, his voice pleasant. 
“Is it that obvious?” I asked and glanced over at him. Another big smile overtook his boyish face. 
“It’s a small town. We all notice when someone as pretty as you shows up,” he said. He winked when we made eye contact. 
“Oh?” I blushed as I glanced back down and continued collecting paint chips. All of them. If it had an extra chip available, I grabbed it. I had no idea what color to replace the vomit-green with. Maybe I’d go with all of them and make some incredibly artistic display out of the entire living room.
That was extremely unlikely. I couldn’t imagine being suddenly inspired before I needed to get rid of the goddamn color. Whatever I did, I wanted options. 
“Well, that, and Kari’s been trying to unload the house on someone for years now,” he continued with a shrug. “No one local would take it.”
“Why?”
“It needs a lot more work than people want to invest in.”
“Fair enough,” I said. My list was never-ending already, and I had a feeling I hadn’t begun to scratch the surface of things that needed to be done. “I’m guessing… Monty?”
“Monty was my grandfather going back five generations.” He laughed. “On my dad’s side. I’m Miles. Miles Barker. Nice to meet you.”
“Raven,” I told him with a smile. “Raven Woods.”
“Like the bird?” His brows rose slightly. 
“Yes. Like the bird.”
“That’s pretty neat, I guess,” he replied. “I’ve never heard of that as a name before. The closest we’ve got is a girl named Bunny born a few years ago.”
“They just named her Bunny?” I asked. That poor child.
“No. Poor thing was named Rabbit Jean like the pants. We all call her Bunny. Her dad’s a big hunter, so you can figure out where he got the inspiration from.” Oh, that poor baby girl. “So! You looking to buy some paint?”
“I’m looking to buy a lot of paint.” I sighed heavily and held up the massive stack of paint chips to show off just how bad my indecisiveness was. “I just don’t know what yet. The house is the most atrocious green color you’ve ever seen.” 
“You’ll want to get your order in today.” Miles leaned over the register counter, crossing his arms and watching me. 
“Why?” I asked. My pulse increased at his suggestion. That was too soon. I wasn’t ready to order yet. I still had to take the chips home and figure out what would look best and where. You couldn’t just decide paint colors on the fly! I needed to see the lighting as it changed throughout the day. Complex decisions required time. 
“I send out for all my out-of-town stock orders today. They won’t come in for another week or two at best but doing them in batches is more cost-effective for the store,” he explained. “I only make a paint order once a month, and that’s today. You’d have to wait almost a month and a half if you don’t. Unless you want to make the hike out to Olympia yourself.”
Olympia was a few hours away. I chewed my lower lip. That was a long drive just to fetch paint. But was it worth it? I wasn’t sure. 
“Oh…. well, then…” I murmured and looked back at the chips in my hand. I wandered to the register and began laying them out. As we talked, I rearranged the colors, finding combinations that worked and ones that didn’t. This was such a haphazard way to do this. Swiping his pen, I made stars on the ones I liked. I wasn’t about to live in a vomit-green house for a month and a half, so a big paint order it was. I could always find something to do with the extra.
“That’s a lot of paint for a small house,” Miles commented. 
“I need two gallons of each to start,” I said. “Also, primer… let’s be safe and call it ten gallons of primer to start. Hopefully, that’ll be enough.”
“What’re you planning to do with all this paint?” he asked but busied himself with taking out a stack of order forms. I watched with a pang of guilt as he tore off a single sheet for each color. We were going to be here a while. I had over a dozen colors picked out already. 
“I’m an artist,” I answered and kept adding colors to the pile.
“I’ll make it the good stuff.” Miles grinned and checked off a box. “Can’t be giving the next Picasso the crappy stuff.”
“You know Picasso?” I paused to stare at him. Had I heard him wrong? 
“I prefer Van Gogh, but no one can be the next Van Gogh if I do say so myself.”
Well, shit. Someone in Cedar Harbor actually knew a thing or two about painters. I’d count it, even if it was just a big-name painter that most people knew. I decided to test the waters and see what else he knew. 
“If we’re talking classic painters,” I began, “I think Monet or Rembrandt… Michelangelo… I think most of them beat Picasso. I was never a Picasso fan. There’s something about his composition style that bothers me. I’ve never really pinpointed what, though. Granted, there’s so much more out there besides the classic painters to get excited about when it comes to art.”
Miles faltered, his pen hovering over his paper. His cheeks flushed a violent shade of pink with embarrassment, and he chuckled uncomfortably. Yeah, I’d definitely overestimated his knowledge of art. 
“I only know of Picasso and Van Gogh,” he admitted. “My wife took me to an exhibit once in Olympia.” 
“Sorry,” I said quietly. I should’ve known better. Very few people enjoyed art the way I did.
“Don’t be! You like art. That’s awesome. Who knows? Maybe I’ll hop on the internet and peek at some of the others you mentioned.” Miles offered a big grin of reassurance, but I didn’t believe him. He was a nice enough guy, but he’d probably forget the names I mentioned by the next time I saw him. I appreciated the sentiment though. “I’ll get all this in for you. Just fill this out so I can call you when it’s here.”
“Thank you.” 
A comfortable silence settled between us as we worked on filling out the forms. There was just so much information, and I had twenty-three colors picked. I debated more but decided not to give Miles more work. I could start out with twenty-three. If that wasn’t enough, I’d make the hike to Olympia. 
“Do you know someone who can help me fix up the house?” I asked. “Nothing too crazy. Just help with the doors, windows, and so on. A basic collection of repairs is really all I need. I can do the major stuff myself. It’d just help to have some expertise.”
Hopefully, that was all I needed. God forbid someone found real damage that I couldn’t easily get fixed. I didn’t know what I’d do then. 
“You’ll want Declan for that,” Miles said as he grabbed a business card off the back of his register. “Declan Byrne, the best all-around repair man you’ll ever find, and he’s affordable. If he can’t do it, he knows someone who can, and he’ll go the extra mile to make sure it gets done right for you. You can’t go wrong with Declan. You’ll want to text him, though. He’s hard as hell to get on the phone. Trust me, I’ve tried. It takes something special to get him on the phone. Or his mom.”
I laughed at that. 
“Declan Byrne…” I stared at the card in my hand. The intricate compass with trees and a half-moon center looked oddly familiar, but I couldn’t place where I’d seen it. I traced the lines, trying to force a memory I wasn’t even sure was there. I could’ve sworn I’d seen it before. Oh, well. It’d come to me eventually if I knew it. I tapped the thick paper to my fingertips, saying, “Thanks, Miles. You’re the best.”
“Anytime, Ms. Raven. If you ever need anything else, don’t hesitate to let me know, okay?” Miles offered. “And when you come to get your paint, we’re going to set up dinner. My wife and I’d love to host you for dinner.”
Oh, my heart. 
“I’d love that,” I replied. I gave him one last smile before backing out the door. “And just call me Raven. Please?”
“Welcome to Cedar Harbor, Raven!”





CHAPTER 09
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DECLAN






Mom’s words sat with me, clinging mercilessly, as I went into town. I wanted to sit around and mope about the whole damn thing but couldn’t. The list of jobs I had wasn’t long for the day, but I hated letting them go unattended for too long. If any job went south, I needed to make sure I had enough wiggle room of time to fix it. Most of my appointments worked on flexibility, which gave me a freedom I thoroughly enjoyed. Three days a week I worked at the lumber mill and then spent the rest of the week running my own business, Repairs by Byrne. It gave me the chance to get my own shit done—like ordering a new screen door for Sam’s house—before I started checking off my list. 
“Morning, Declan!” Miles was chipper as always when I walked into the hardware store. No one in Cedar Harbor was quite as genuine or friendly as Miles, which was saying something considering how the whole damn town was. 
“Morning, Miles,” I greeted. “How are you?”
“Good, good. Been a busy morning here. Kind of nice. Got a nice big paint order in to take care of.”
“Busy is good.” I chuckled. “Busy makes the time pass.”
“It does. How was your morning run?” he asked. I paused, unable to stop the grin from spreading across my face. Miles was one of the humans in Cedar Harbor and completely oblivious to the wolf pack sharing his hometown. As far as he was concerned, I ran in the woods every morning at sunrise. It was the easiest way to explain why I’d disappear into the woods for hours at a time. Why the hell he believed that lie was beyond me. Thank God he never had a reason to show up at my house. How would I explain walking naked out of the woods?
“It was good,” I told him. “Uneventful. Peaceful as always.”
“I don’t know how you do it. That’s just too damn early for me to get up, let alone get up and move. Jocelyn tells me I need to get used to early mornings for when we have kids.” Miles made a sound, shaking his head. “Nope, not for me. Not to mention, I get winded just walking up and down Main Street.”
I didn’t doubt that. Miles had probably never run a day in his life. 
“It’s not for some people,” I replied while unfolding a small sheet of paper and setting it down. “I need to put in an order for a new screen door.”
“For Sam?”
“Third one in the past two years, yeah.”
“What the hell is he doing over there that he keeps wrecking his screen doors?” he asked. 
“Call it… sibling rivalry,” I said. There was no good lie for this. Sam’s wolf liked being indoors but struggled to get through doors. Blaming it on Sam and Finn’s fighting was way easier than saying his wolf had issues with getting inside. 
“This size…” He clicked his tongue, the sound blending with the clacking of the old keys on his computer as he looked something up. “It’ll take me a week to get it in unless you need it rushed. Not sure I could guarantee it even then.”
“I don’t need it rushed.” Sam could wait it out. He’d wrecked enough doors that I felt no need to rush another one just for him to break it all over again anyways. “A week is fine.”
“Sounds good.” Miles moved under the counter, pulling out an order pad and handing it to me. His fingers drummed along the countertop lazily while I filled it in. “Have you met the new girl yet?”
“I didn’t know there was anyone new in town,” I stated. New residents were a commodity in Cedar Harbor. Everyone moved away. No one moved here. I was surprised I hadn’t heard about her. Not that I cared much for any of the town’s gossip that went around, even if I did end up hearing most of it. “I spent most of the morning with my mom.”
“Oh, tell Maeve I said hi.”
“I will.” Another reason to be surprised. Mom literally knew everyone in town, wolf and human alike. She was an impressive social butterfly. 
“Anyway, Kari sold the Brooklyn house,” Miles continued. I paused, my gaze flicking up to meet his. That interested me a hell of a lot more than the gossip about the new girl. 
“Kari managed to sell that monstrosity?” I demanded with surprise. The Brooklyn house was something of a local legend. Between the stories of Mrs. Brooklyn’s dead husbands and the haunted sounds of wolves howling in the nearby woods, the decrepit house was a go-to ghost-hunting spot. It was also the local party spot for teens from our town and surrounding towns. Three of my brothers had lost their fucking virginity in that house during a party, a disgusting thought considering the state of the house. 
“That’s what I said!” he exclaimed. “The girl’s really sweet though. I gave her your card. She’s looking to get some work done on the house.”
“She’s going to need the whole house fixed,” I scoffed. “She's better off tearing it all down and starting out new, starting with a big fence. Did anyone warn her about the trespassing issue?”
“I don’t know.” He shrugged. Poor girl probably had no fucking clue what she’d gotten herself into. I knew how desperately Kari wanted to get rid of the house, but at least the girl deserved to know the house’s history. No one in their right mind would buy that house if they knew what the hell went on there. “Could be good work for you, though.”
“Could also be a nightmare,” I muttered. Fuck. That house had to be so goddamn broken. “Thanks, though. You know I always appreciate the business.”
“Always, always.” Miles stepped away, wandering to the back of the store while I wrapped up the order form and dropped my debit card on top of it. As I waited for him to come back I texted Sam. 
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I chuckled under my breath, trying to picture Sam asking Kari to find him a nice cave to live in. The woman was just sweet enough that she’d actually entertain his request and try to find something to meet his needs. 
I faltered. Fuck. He’d do it.
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Incorrigible fucking man.
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Fuck. I never told Sam about Rae. I debated answering, but the supply room door shutting was the distraction I needed to put my phone away. Sam would pester the fuck out of me until I told him, but I could ignore his text messages. I was screwed when he showed up at my house, but that gave me enough time to come up with a good excuse. 
“All right then!” Miles exclaimed breathlessly as he hurried to join me with two large boxes in hand. He put them down on the countertop with a clink that was a little too loud for my comfort. “And here’s the light fixtures for Dr. Harvey and Dr. Harvey.”
He laughed as he said it like he did every time he referred to the Harvey sisters. 
I took my time opening each box and double-checking they weren’t broken. While Miles was generally careful with his product, if he was too busy thinking about the conversation at hand, he lost sight of standard precautions. Hence the clinking. I didn’t want to delay the installation of a broken product. 
“Thanks, bud.” I patted the counter and swiped up my debit card. I let him bag them, so I didn’t have to practice my juggling with the bulky boxes. “If you need anything, let me know.”
“Always do.”
“Tell the wife I said hi,” I called out as I left. He shouted something, but I didn’t hear it. If I stayed, Miles would never stop talking, and I needed my morning coffee.
The walk from the hardware store to the coffee shop should’ve been a short one. At least it was supposed to be. Unless you were me. It should’ve been quick and easy. It never was, though, as people stopped me to engage in small talk or repair questions. It was slow going and exhausted most of my social battery by the time I stepped foot in The Treehouse. 
I exhaled heavily and held the door shut for good measure. 
Okay, in reality, if more people wanted to talk, I wouldn’t avoid them. I didn’t have it in me to do that. But I wasn’t kidding when I said I scheduled my errands around the sheer number of people who wanted to run something by one of the Byrne boys or wanted to talk to Declan the handyman. 
“That’s what you get for being such a people person,” a woman teased. Genevieve Byrne laughed from the long register counter, her smile wide. Brilliant hazel eyes gleamed with amusement in the morning sun as she watched me, the liquid golds in her irises complimenting her tawny skin. Her dark spirals were neatly coiled around her slender shoulders. Strands stuck to her chunky green sweater, and I didn’t have to look behind the register to know she wore leggings and not wearing shoes. Despite her casual appearance, the woman was a powerhouse wrapped up in a five-foot-three woman who was barely a hundred pounds soaking wet. She was kind as hell, but when the flip switched… fuck, she scared even me. 
“That’s what I get for being a Byrne,” I retorted. I grinned at my sister-in-law as she held out a fresh to-go cup of coffee just for me. I’d known Ginny since we were kids. She and my brother, Killian, had been connected at the hip most of their life. They went from playground rivals to best friends to dating and eventually marriage over the course of their entire lives. Most of my memories included her. 
“You’re like clockwork,” she commented. “They know when and where to find you.”
“It’s always nice hearing I’m predictable,” I said in earnest. I had no issues with that. Predictability was a good thing. It meant I could be counted on. Going around the counter, I pulled her in for a one-arm hug and kissed the crown of her head affectionately while she did her best to try squeezing the hell out of me. 
Technically, she and Killian were separated and had been for years. The fallout of their relationship had been catastrophic enough to send Killian running out of town. We intentionally never weighed in on the town gossip about what had ended their marriage and neither of them offered insight either. We knew not to ask questions. 
While Killian was gone, we still kept up with Ginny as if nothing changed. She and Nolan were nerdy partners in crime after opening the bookstore cafe together. The rest of us took her out to dinners, events, and whatever else. She was family. Nothing would change that. Family supported family no matter what shit hit the fan. 
“Reliable?” Ginny offered up, making a face. 
“I can handle being reliable, too.” I took a long sip of coffee as I glanced around the quiet bookstore. There was only one other person at one of the window tables, sitting with two coffees and a stack of books. “Where’s Nolan?”
“Take a guess.”
“He found another cat.”
“He found another cat,” she repeated slowly, nodding. That boy and his fucking cats.
“That makes… what?” I asked, trying to remember all of Nolan’s cats. Why my brother was obsessed with rescuing stray cats was a mystery to me. To all of us for that matter, but there was something wickedly entertaining about a wolf collecting cats. 
“Five,” Ginny said. “At least, he’s hoping it’ll be five. The new one is having issues acclimating with the others.”
“What troubles do cats have getting along with one another?” I frowned. 
“What troubles do wolves have getting along with one another?” she countered, arching a brow as if to challenge me. 
“That’s a fair point.” I raised my cup to her. If his cats had nearly as many issues as the pack did getting along some days, Ginny would need something stronger to get her through. “You have fun with that.”
“Oh, loads.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t anticipate seeing him at all today.”
A loud crash from upstairs made us both look up to where Nolan lived in the apartment over the bookstore. I dipped a tiny bit into my wolf, leaning into its sensitive hearing, and listened to the way Nolan swore and reprimanded his cats as if they ever listened to him. 
“I don’t envy you, Ginny,” I told her and started for the door. “Ever. I’m so glad I missed the cat phase with him. Tell him I said hi. Remind me to buy you your favorite wine the next time we see each other.”
“Wine? I’ll always take wine. Happily. All the wine,” she said enthusiastically as another crash made her cringe. What the hell was he doing up there? “Have a good day, Declan.” 
“Same to you, sweetheart.”





CHAPTER 10
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DECLAN






The Harvey family bred doctors as if the calling was in their blood. Charlotte and Cecelia were sisters who ran Sunshine Hearts, a general practitioner’s office that treated anything from the common cold to major injuries no matter what your age. With such a small town, they had to be the jack-of-all-trades kind of doctors. Their brother, Connor, ran the vet’s office. So, still a doctor. The bright yellow building was decorated with rainbows, clouds, and cheerful cartoon animals to ease the anxiety of visiting children. 
The lobby was empty as I let myself in, but the yelling in the back of the office was deterring. I cringed when the door hit the welcome bell dangling from the ceiling. The screaming came to an abrupt halt. The Harvey sisters hurried from the back, both frustrated and ready to keep the fight going. What the hell did I walk into?
If it wasn’t for the fact that I knew Cecelia was five years older than Charlotte, I would’ve thought they were twins. Both women had the same dusty blonde hair, but Charlotte wore her hair in a long braid while Cecelia kept hers short around her shoulders. Their stormy blue eyes carried the same vibrant fire, and they shared the same button nose. Charlotte chose dramatic make-up to bring out the grays in her eyes while Cecelia rarely wore make-up at all. They were the exact same height with the same body shape and the same dimple in their chin. Even their scrubs were identically coordinated, so unless you knew their personal appearance choices, it was damn near impossible to tell them apart. 
It was unnerving. 
“Oh, good!” Charlotte exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air. My eyes widened at the greeting. “Declan! You can settle this for us.”
Those were dangerous words. Those were the kinds of words to make a man run in the other direction. I wasn’t there to mitigate a fight. I wanted to fix their light fixtures and leave. 
“Oh, I don’t…” I shook my head adamantly. “I don’t need to be in the middle of whatever this is, ladies.”
“It’s a pack thing,” Cecilia said. “We’d love for you to weigh in on this, please.”
Ah, fuck. I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. That request was hard to say no to. I had an obligation to hear them out. I set down the bag and my toolbox. Shoving my hands in my pockets, I faced both women.
“All right. What can I help with?” I asked. 
“Jonah turns eleven next month,” Charlotte began. 
“I remember.” I nodded. 
“A few of his friends are doing a kick-off-to-summer trip next month,” she said. I held my tongue, waiting for the whole story even though I had an idea of where this was headed. “They’re all starting middle grade in the fall, so they’re very excited for this trip as a way to celebrate. A couple of the other parents will be there. Cecelia and Mike are letting him go.”
“Oh,” I let out quietly. There it was. Jonah was on the cusp of his first shift, which was an extraordinarily dangerous time in any pup’s life. It was uncontrolled and feral, often violent and painful. Pups tended to hurricane through anything in their path because they were unable to control anything they were doing. It took time and patience to build a bridge between the wolves inside us and our humanity. Those first few months were something akin to torture. Pups were isolated at the pack house with only family and seasoned pack members around them until they could comfortably shift. 
My first shift was one month after my eleventh birthday. It had led to an awful spiral of long nights crying myself to sleep, pain unlike anything I’d experienced, and blank spots in my memory I honestly hoped I never got back. It took me almost a full four months to build the bridge between my wolf and my humanity. And even longer to emotionally recover.
Our job as pack adults was to lessen the dangers and damages of first shifts and all subsequent ones as well until they were fully in control. Putting Jonah in the middle of the woods with humans increased the chances of that happening. 
“Yeah.” Charlotte nodded, glaring at her sister. “Tell her it’s irresponsible. He shouldn’t be going.”
“Look, we don’t even know if he’s going to change soon!” Cecelia countered heatedly. “Mike was a late bloomer. Jonah could be, too! If he shifts before the trip, we’ll keep him home.”
I understood why Cecelia was fighting so hard for him to go. The trip sounded like a big deal to Jonah, and I knew he was the only kid she’d be able to have.
“And what if he shifts during the trip?” Charlotte demanded. 
That was a valid question.
“All right, hold up. Please,” I interjected before they started shouting again. “What do you want from me? Exactly? How can I help?”
“What do you think?” Cecelia asked. “About the situation. Am I wrong? Are we wrong to let him go?”
“Or am I wrong?” Charlotte said. 
“Oh, I don’t…” I drew in a deep breath, taking my time to formulate an answer. I hated picking sides. Usually, I tried to find some kind of middle ground to make everyone happy. No matter how I played it in my head, I had to draw a definitive line here. No good could come from letting Jonah loose in the woods with his friends when he was so close to his first shift. “In all honesty, Cecelia, while I understand Jonah’s excitement about the trip and your desire to let him go, I think it’s in his best interest to stay home. There’s a chance he may shift beforehand, but there’s also a chance he could change during the trip. I know you, and I know Mike. Neither of you would want Jonah to hurt anyone. We all know those few months after the first shift are brutal. Jonah should be here with the rest of the pack until he shifts, so all of us can help him through it.”
“I just think it’s not fair to him,” Cecelia whispered. 
“I know, but there will be other camping trips,” I said. “It’s in his best interest and everyone else’s for him to stay near us. I’m sorry.”
“See—”
“Perhaps gloating about being right isn’t the best way to handle the moment, Charlotte,” I interrupted, speaking loudly over her. Charlotte had a deeply seated need to always be right. It was one trait she and Cecelia didn’t share. “I seem to remember you missed out on your elementary school graduation because of your first shift. And you broke the shift house. It’s not easy for anyone. Compassion is the only way to get through this.”
Silence ensued as both women stared at one another as if they were having a secret conversation I wasn’t privy to. I was more than happy to let them have it if it got me off the hook. I took the opportunity to unpack the light fixtures, keeping busy. 
“There has to be something we can do,” Cecelia said, her voice defeated. “He was so excited.” 
“Take him camping for a long weekend. I’m sure you could rope Connor in on it,” I suggested. “With enough head’s up, my brothers and I can join you. We’ll make a whole big deal of it. Do a graduation party at the pack house, and then take all of you camping.”
“You don’t have to do that, Declan,” she replied, shaking her head. “We can figure out something for him as a family.”
“We’ve spent so much time in the woods that we know the best spots to go. We wouldn’t mind letting you guys in on that secret. Especially for Jonah. To ease the sting of this all.”
“Thank you.” Cecelia smiled. While it was a sad smile, I knew she understood it was the right choice. First shift gone wrong were torturous. We did everything we could as a pack to ensure it didn’t happen. Some kids lived at the pack house for the first few years until they were situated—homeschooled and entertained away from the rest of the town. 
“Anytime. It’s my job,” I told her, offering a reassuring grin. “And my pleasure. I mean that.” 
I may have struggled with what my place in the pack meant for me, but I genuinely meant what I said to her. I did enjoy helping where I could. That part, I was good at.
[image: image-placeholder]“Don’t hesitate to ask for help with Jonah if you need it,” I was saying as I backed out the office door an hour and a half later. Cecelia, hands on her hips, smiled from the lobby. “It’s just a phase of life. We’ll get you guys through it, I promise.”
“Thank you, Declan,” she said. The way her face relaxed made me feel okay with leaving. 
I set my tools in the back of my truck and took out my phone to double-check I hadn’t missed any glaring updates from the rest of my appointments for the day. The thing about running a small service business in a small town was it meant everyone texted me for everything. I once had a customer update me every fifteen minutes with her location even though her appointment wasn’t until six hours later. 
People were crazy but usually in a good way. 
No updates. I did have a series of messages from a number I didn’t recognize. 
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The town’s new girl. I chuckled as I re-read the first message. The fact that she listed out the full details as if I wouldn’t know them was amusing. 
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I bet she did. 
I clicked my tongue, debating how I wanted to reply. On one hand, it’d be phenomenal money to fix up the Brooklyn house. On the other hand, I knew that damn house needed so much work done on it, and I’d be working on it for months if not longer. A house like that was a house of cards—with every single thing I fixed, another would make itself known. It was a hefty commitment; one I didn’t know if I wanted to take on. Once I started a project, I didn’t know how to quit. 
“Declan?”
Maggie.
The sound of her voice tore me right out of my thoughts, and I nearly dropped my phone on the asphalt. The juggling act that followed was embarrassing as hell as I tried to catch it. Fuck me. Maggie’s laughter followed, and I glanced up. She stood on the sidewalk, dressed in pale pink nursing scrubs and tennis shoes with an iced coffee in hand. Her sunshine blonde hair was piled sloppily atop her head with strands falling along her slender neck and brushing her shoulders. Hazel-gray eyes crinkled at the corners with amusement, the light catching their green flecks while she watched me. She was beautiful as ever. 
And despite the history between us, I still felt… fuck, I felt nothing. I loved her—I’d always love her—but I wasn’t in love with her. Not the way she wanted me to be. I wasn’t sure I’d ever been. There was an air of ease and comfort about her after nearly a lifetime of knowing her. It was easy but easy wasn’t a reason to stay. 
“Maggie.” I cleared my throat and tossed my phone through the truck window. “Hi.”
“Hi.” Her smile softened. She stepped closer, and I stood taller, shoving my hands in my pockets. “How are you?”
“I was just fixing the… fixtures.” God, I sounded pathetic. The thing was, I didn’t know the right way to talk to her anymore. There were years of diluted feelings and memories built between us. They shaped the dynamic of our relationship. I knew her feelings for me and her hopes for the two of us. I knew I should’ve walked away from her a long time ago but didn’t know how to. “How are you?”
“That’s a what you’re doing here response,” she teased. “I’m doing okay.”
“Good, good,” I said and nodded slowly. The conversation with Mom resonated heavily in the back of my mind as I barely processed Maggie’s words. It brought back all the doubts and questions I didn’t want to entertain. Was I doing the wrong thing by not getting back with Maggie? 
“Are you okay, Declan?” Maggie asked when I didn’t say anything more. Her brows came together in silent confusion as she waited for me to say something, her head cocking to the side slightly in that cute way of hers. 
“Yes. Yeah. I’ve just been busy is all.”
“I get that.” She reached out, touching my arm briefly. “You know, if you ever need anything, I’m here, right?”
“I do. I need to get going. It was good to see you, though, Maggie,” I told her. I needed to get out of there. Staying would only lead to more conflicting feelings. I didn’t need more of those. I rounded the front of my truck. 
“Hey, Declan?” She followed, and my stomach dropped nervously. 
“Yeah?”
“Would you like to get dinner sometime?” Maggie’s smile was hopeful as she’d been holding onto the question for a while. Considering her talk with Mom, it didn’t surprise me. “It doesn’t have to be anything complicated. Just dinner between friends? We can catch up just you and me. We can do that, right?”
My gut instinct screamed no. It was a bad idea in the making. The words that came out of my mouth, however, didn’t match what the rest of me was trying to convey. 
“I’ll think about it.”
“Okay!” Her entire face lit up as she stepped back from my truck. She waved happily while I drove away, silently cursing myself out for my mistake. I didn’t want to give her false hope until I knew what I was thinking about the whole thing. Unfortunately, with Maggie, it was almost a guarantee she was thinking dinner meant we’d get back together. 





CHAPTER 11
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Stacey Spencer of Stacey’s Stylin’ Salon was so much chattier than Kari let on. So much chattier. It felt a little something like a betrayal being stuck in a chair listening to her prattle on. She talked so fast with such animation that I had a hard time keeping up with her. However, she’d already chopped off a decent amount of my hair, so I had no choice but to wait it out. And honestly, it wasn’t that she wasn’t friendly. She was. I’d just never heard someone talk as much or as fast as she did. 
She was young with honey-blonde hair in perfectly placed waves that showed off layer upon layer of complementary highlights and lowlights. Big blue eyes popped and shimmered with glittering makeup in an array of blues, silvers, and pinks. I swear she looked like a mermaid with her intricate design work. I was in awe of her technique. Even after all the influencer tutorial videos I’d watched, I couldn’t do what she’d mastered. She topped the look off with a silky aquamarine dress far too fancy for a hair salon. God, I was envious of her style. 
“Now, if you need anything for your house,” Stacey said, “like to fix up and stuff, you need to head to Monty’s.”
“Miles Barker, I know,” I replied. “My first stop was for paint.”
“Well, that’s just silly.” She waved me off, her scissors coming dangerously close to my ear. “You should’ve first stopped at Frankie’s.” 
“Frankie’s?” I frowned. The name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember the shop. There were so many. 
“That’s the local ice cream shop,” she said with another brilliant smile. “Best ice cream you’ve ever had. Hands down. I promise! And I’ve been to some of the fancy ones in Olympia.”
“What else is the best around here?” I asked, genuinely curious. I drove through the town every chance I got, but honestly, it yielded nothing for me in the way of where I should go or what I should do. I wanted to experience all of it.
“It’s all the best. There’s nothing quite like living in Cedar Harbor. But Miles and Frankie aren’t single,” Stacey continued. Oh, shit. My heart sank at the word single, knowing exactly where her gossipy self was going with the conversation. “If you want single, I suggest the vet.”
“The vet?” I repeated. Leaning into whatever she had to say was probably the only way to get out alive. From the look on her face, I was about to get up close and personal with the list of eligible men in Cedar Harbor. It was the last thing I wanted, but those scissors were still near my hair, so I wasn’t about to stop her. 
“Connor Harvey.” She sighed dreamily. The face she made told me she had quite a few thoughts about Dr. Harvey. “He is scrumptious. He’s a farm and regular vet so lots of muscle and very tan. Those arms are divine intervention. I’m telling you… if you don’t have a dog, you should get one. I have three.”
“But I don’t want a dog,” I muttered. No dogs, ever. Dogs and me, we didn’t mix well. I had a major fear of dogs after being bitten not once but twice. I swore dogs knew. Stacey made the same sound everyone made when I said I wasn’t a dog person as if I’d personally insulted their dog. 
Granted, arms that were divine intervention had my attention. 
“Okay, well…” She clicked her tongue and paused once again in cutting my hair. She tapped her scissors to her lips in the silence, thinking hard. I held back a sigh. I’d never leave at this rate. “Well, if that doesn’t work for you then I’d suggest helping yourself to the bartender. Ben Wesley has such a bad boy in a dark bar vibe. It’s just hot. He’s a tall glass of cold water for a dehydrated woman. Plus, if the rumors are true, he has a magic tongue.”
“A magic tongue? I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. Her blue eyes stared expectantly at me in the mirror, waiting for me to give her something more. I offered a pathetic smile. “I’m sort of getting back on the horse. I did hook up with a hot lumberjack a few towns away over the new year.”
Hot was an understatement. Dec was absolutely gorgeous in a ridiculously manly kind of way. The kind I struggled to forget. Gorgeous was never a word I picked to describe men, but… oh, he was just that. 
“A hot lumberjack is a great way to get back on top of that horse. Hell, a few hot lumberjacks are a good idea. We have a lumber mill, you know,” Stacey said a little all too knowingly. “We also have some very grumpy, hot fishermen if that’s your thing. Grant Woodward is just… yum. He’s all scruffy, roughly around the edges, and looks like he knows how to manhandle a woman in bed.”
I made a face. 
“All I can think is he probably smells like fish,” I commented. “And needs to bathe in… like a vat of soap daily to manage the smell.”
“Oh… oh, yeah. No, that’s gross,” she agreed. “Well, Alex Wright is the purest example of a good, old hometown boy ever. He helps his parents run the food mart, volunteers at the school to help fix everything when it’s broken, and does all these community things… super cute. I wouldn’t go as far as to say he’s hot, but he’s so damn wholesome that it’s endearing. He’s got that whole… man you settle down with vibe going on. You just know he’d take care of his woman.”
That thought made my heart skip a beat frantically. I didn’t want to think about marriage again. At least not for a very long time.
“Sebastian Monroe is next in line to inherit the mill. He’s delicious wrapped up in a sexy, well-cut suit—”
“No! No businessmen,” I interrupted quickly. No need to go down that path again. I was free of that world. I didn’t want to fall back into it. Fancy suits and gala dresses weren’t for me. I liked my jeans and sweatshirts just fine.
“Okay, okay!” Stacey put her hands up defensively. “Oh! Tristan White has this beautiful early salt-and-pepper daddy thing going on. He hasn’t hit thirty yet, he works remotely doing something with… money, and every pair of jeans he wears makes his ass look fine. Like I just want to bite it. Yum!”
Bite his ass? I held my tongue, trying hard not to laugh. Never had I looked at any man’s ass and just wanted to bite it. Stacey cracked me up. 
“You have such pretty hair.” She held out strands of my hair, studying the ends as she pulled it to my collarbone. “Not everyone can get their hair to grow out so healthy like this. Are you sure you really want it all gone?”
Lips coming together tightly, I stared at my reflection. What a ridiculous thing to ask. My hair was a mess of half-cut and half-not. The point of no return. Liam loved my hair long while I preferred shorter hair. It was easier to manage. But the long locks had made him happy, so I’d grown it out for him. But every day I kept it was just another day I was stuck in the past. 
“Yeah, I do,” I told her after realizing I’d been quiet for far too long. 
“Okay.” She shrugged and returned to cutting. “It’s a very Southern Belle kind of look, you know. Oh! Do you know who’d like that kind of look? Nolan Byrne. He owns The Treehouse. It’s a bookstore, a coffee stop, and a bakery combo. They have the best banana bread you’ve ever had.”
I frowned at the name.
“Nolan Byrne? Related to Declan Byrne?” I demanded. “The handyman?”
“That’s the one! Do you know Declan?” I didn’t miss the gleam of curiosity in her eyes as if sensing a story to gossip about. No, no, no. I wouldn’t be a topic of gossip.
“I’ve been trying to get the man to respond to my text messages about a job,” I said quickly. “For days.”
“Oh. Keep pestering him,” she told me, her interest lost. “He’s quite the thing around here.”
“Is he?”
“You have no idea. People keep him very busy. All the Byrnes are really.”
“There’s more than two?” Why was I indulging her gossip? I’d never been one for gossip. Maybe I was taking this whole new year, new me thing seriously and adding interest in gossip to my personality. 
“There’s six of them. Gorgeous fucking men. All six of them.” Stacey let out a tiny moan of appreciation. Damn. That was quite the sound to make over any man let alone six. “So, there’s Declan and Nolan, but then there’s also Sam, Lucas, Finn, and Killian. You’ll never meet Killian, and we don’t talk about Killian. Ever. Got it?”
The seriousness in her voice was surprising. 
“We don’t talk about Killian,” I said. That did nothing for my curiosity though. I wouldn’t ask, but I wanted to know. 
“Sam has this tall, dark, and broody thing going on. Very moody mechanic. Finn is a glorified party boy with a cute smile and knows how to have a good time. And Lucas… oh, Lucas.” She paused with a goofy grin taking over her face. Oh, she liked Lucas. “Lucas is a firefighter. All sorts of muscle and just… handsome head-to-toe. So… so goddamn handsome.”
She got lost in her thoughts, and I sat and waited. The starry-eyed look and the happy smile she had was something I missed—that feeling of being overjoyed just thinking about someone you cared about. Admittedly, memories of my one night with Dec occasionally gave me a stupid grin, but I couldn’t count that. 
“Anyway!” Stacey exclaimed as she snapped back to reality. “Have you thought of highlights to maybe brighten your color?”
“I like my color.”
“Lowlights to bring some warmth to it? It’s a very… dull color.”
Dull color? My hair was not dull. I worked hard to maintain the color. It’d taken me years to figure out the right color for me. My natural hair was ridiculously pale. As a Florida native with a tendency to tan deep year-round, pale blonde just wasn’t a color that worked. 
“But I like my color,” I whispered, and Stacey said nothing more. 
The vibrating in my phone drew away my attention. A sense of relief washed over me as I saw Declan Byrne’s response. About time… only took him a few days. His words didn’t exactly instill confidence. 
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It wasn’t like I had any choice, now did I? He was the only repairman in town. 
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“Your last name is Woods?” Stacey’s voice interrupted my stream of texting him back. Sighing, I nodded. “Raven Woods. Your name is actually Raven Woods?”
“I know,” I said with a laugh. Her reaction wasn’t new. Most people reacted that way. While my parents had adored the bird in a forest aesthetic, others thought differently. 
“Did your parents not love you?” she demanded. 
“You should feel worse for my sister.”
“Oh, what did they name that poor girl?”
“Wren. Her name is Wren Woods.”
“Wren Woods?” Stacey repeated loudly. Her eyes widened with shock. “You have got to be kidding me! That poor child! Who does that?” 
“ It could be worse,” I replied. “What does he mean by Brooklyn house?”
“The old owners were the Brooklyns,” she said. “Really creepy people.”
“Oh.” I pursed my lips. “That I didn’t know.” 
“There are rumors that the wife killed her husbands in that house,” she whispered as if we suddenly needed to. She said what now? Murder? What murder? Murder wasn’t a part of the closing information I’d received. 
“Husbands?” I asked.
“She was married three times before she died,” Stacey informed me. “Some say she buried them right there on the property. Her husbands just disappeared. She was never charged with anything because no one could ever prove it.”
On my property?
“Well, that’s just lovely.” 
Great. My house was probably haunted. I needed an exorcist and a psychic to work alongside the handyman. 
“Honestly,” she began, pausing yet again to stare at me in the mirror, “we’re all surprised Kari managed to sell the house. She came into possession of it years ago and hasn’t been able to get rid of it. We were all beginning to wonder if she’d end up tearing it down and just selling the plot of land.”
Well, had I known…
“I knew none of that,” I admitted. That would’ve been nice information to have. Truthfully, I still would’ve bought the house, but it would’ve been nice to know. 
“Doesn’t surprise me.”
“Isn’t she supposed to tell me all of that?”
“It’s all just local legend.” Stacey shrugged. “There’s no proof anyone actually died in the house. Everyone just believed it was the house of a husband-killer, but no one ever found their bodies. I will say, it’s quite the local ghost-hunter spot. People say they’ve heard horrific sounds at night out there in the forest… howling, wailing, growls. A lot of people say the ghosts of her husbands haunt the woods, looking for their revenge.”
Oh… lovely.
“Oh, it’s haunted. Fantastic,” I murmured and mentally added running soundproofing by Declan Byrne. Maybe I needed to hire some goddamn ghost hunters while I was at it. 
Shit. Murders? Ghosts? Why? Just why?
“You should probably get an alarm system, so people don’t enter without realizing you live there,” she continued. “I remember one time when we were teenagers, the Byrne brothers… well mostly just Declan, Sam, and the other one we don’t talk about… anyway, they got a group of us together, and we crashed the Brooklyn house for two days. Longest record party to go on without being broken up by cops.”
My expression soured as she prattled on about the craziness of the party. Murder site, haunted, and party spot. Was there anything else that needed to be added to the list of things my house was without me knowing? Maybe the woods were taken over by werewolves and fancy vampires lived in town. Hell, I’d watched Twilight enough times to know what kind of shenanigans could happen in a small town. 
Damn it. I was suddenly second-guessing my entire decision to buy the house. 
Stacey snapped her fingers in front of my face, bringing me out of my moping. 
“Sorry! What were you saying?” I asked as my cheeks flushed pink.
“I said, you should join me and my friends at the bar one night,” she repeated. “We have a hell of a time, and I think you would too.”
“Can I think about it?” 
“You can pretend to.” She flashed me a mischievous grin. “But I know where you live, so it’s not like I can’t come to pick you up and make you come out with us.”
“Okay,” I said, giving her a perfectly practiced smile back. I could always say yes and back out later if I didn’t want to. Hell, my house was a haunted murder spot with a penchant to draw in trespassers. There was an excuse in there somewhere. 
Yes, I was salty, and no, I didn’t care.
My answer seemed to satisfy her, and the small salon filled with the sounds of her happy humming while she focused on chopping off my hair. I took the chance to organize my thoughts, making sure to add asking Declan Byrne about the tallest fence possible. 
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The vomit-green wall taunted me. Annoyance festered its way through me as I stared at it. I just hated it. I hated the color so damn much. I couldn’t begin to fathom who could’ve thought it was a good idea to even create a shade that color. Maybe that was why Mrs. Brooklyn killed her husbands. They wouldn’t let her repaint the damn house. That thought, though, begged the question as to why the hell she didn’t just paint the house while in between husbands. 
The more I thought about Mrs. Brooklyn, the more I was pretty sure she was a part of some ahead-of-her-time reverse harem and got stuck with three boring men at once. It was the only thing that made sense. That, and obviously, she went on a killing spree after they wouldn’t let her repaint. 
But at the end of the day, I was probably overthinking the whole thing, and old Mrs. Brooklyn had shitty taste in paint colors. Maybe she was colorblind, and I was just being a bitch. 
Either way, it came down to I could either repaint the walls or take down that weird little stick-out wall. Since I didn’t have paint, taking down the wall was the only option. I had to do something with the damn house before I went nuts. 
Lifting a sledgehammer, I readied myself to break a hole in the wall. I’d spent hours debating what to do with it and had intended to ask Declan Byrne, but the man was late even with his flexible appointment window. It was pushing dinner time.
I was done waiting, I was pissed, and my stubborn ass was going to do it myself. 
Besides, it couldn’t be that hard to take down a wall. I’d seen it done on TV, and things were so exaggerated on reality TV. 
Hopefully, I wouldn’t find any bodies in the process.
Two hits later, I deeply regretted my decision. The sledgehammer was ridiculously heavy, and I was pathetically weak. Smashing things looked fun, but it wasn’t. It really, really wasn’t. My arms screamed at me for my stupidity, begging me to be a rational human being that didn’t knock down walls. I should’ve gone to the gym more. 
New goal: find a gym. 
Unfortunately, there was a gaping hole in the wall. No matter how much my arms hurt or how hard my heart was pounding in my chest, there was no turning back. It was do or die. 
Maybe that was a little dramatic…
I huffed out a heavy breath and lifted the hammer a third time to swing when a strong hand closed over mine, holding it fast. 
“You’re going to kill yourself doing that,” a gruff voice commented behind me. I froze. 
Oh…
I knew that voice.
A shiver spilled down my spine as that deep timber rolled through my body, sounding a little too familiar. My head snapped around to find the darkest blue eyes staring down at me.
I knew those eyes. 
I knew the softness of his finger-swept auburn hair and the thickness of his coarse beard. I knew the broad planes of his shoulders and the strength of his back beneath my fingers. I knew the gentleness of his mouth and the calloused touch of his hands. I knew every part of him very intimately with both my hands and my tongue. 
Declan Byrne was Dec, the hot lumberjack cover model extraordinaire. 
Oh, crap.
My one-night-get-it-all-out-of-my-system-to-prove-I-could-move-on-stand was in my living room. Holding my hand. Well, not holding my hand so much as keeping me from hitting my wall. I grew embarrassingly warm head-to-toe, my cheeks burning bright as his gaze swept over the length of my body. It was as if he could see straight through me. What a fucking day to wear old leggings, fluffy socks that didn’t match, and a paint-stained sweatshirt. 
“I can handle taking down a wall, thank you very much,” I snapped because obviously, clapping back was the logical response. What else was I supposed to say to the drop-dead gorgeous man?
“Did you shut off the power?” Declan countered. I opened my mouth to reply, and then promptly shut it.
He had me there.
“No… no, I did not,” I said slowly. 
“Your socks, I’m assuming they don’t have traction,” he continued as if he didn’t hear me. I glanced down at the soft material. Definitely no traction. 
“No…”
“You have no grip on the floor with those on, making it easy for you to fall. And this,” he jiggled the sledgehammer without letting go, “if you drop this on your foot, you’re going to break a few bones.”
Those were some very valid points. My cheeks only burned painfully hotter with something between embarrassment and anger. It wasn’t that dangerous. The audacity of this man! 
Still, I let him take the tool from me. He walked it across the house, clearly putting as much space between us as possible just to set it down. Unfortunately, doing so also gave me a fantastic view of his ass in daylight. And damn, his ass looked fine in his fitted jeans. 
And suddenly I was picturing him naked… all gorgeous planes of well-earned muscle and a dick to—
Get it together, Raven. 
“Hi!” I exclaimed, my voice coming out in a squeak as I forced myself back to reality. His hands fell to his hips as he faced me. I cleared my throat and tried a second time, hoping to hell I didn’t sound like a pre-teen fighting puberty, “Hi.”
“Hi,” Declan said and nodded, his lips pressed together tightly. He focused way too hard on my face as if he was trying not to look anywhere else. The faint hint of pink on his cheeks wasn’t lost on me. “You cut your hair.”
Okay. We were going to talk about my hair.
“I did.”
“It looks nice.”
“Thank you.” Oh, were we awkward. So stupidly awkward. The silence lingered uncomfortably, and I had no idea how to fill it. The ridiculousness of it was that I wasn’t a stranger to random hookups. However, none of those had felt nearly as awkward in the aftermath. But I’d be lying if I didn’t say there was something different about Declan. The palpable energy between us weaved powerfully through my body, sending my blood boiling and heat pooling between my legs.
And it wasn’t just me. His body language screamed his attraction from the way he held his body to the amount of distance he kept trying to put between us. His dark eyes roamed the room as he looked at anything but me. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the same level of self-control. I drank in his tall frame like my life depended on it.
It was poor practice to sleep with the guy you hired to repair your house, right?
God, I needed to get my shit together. 
“Is it Raven or Rae?” Declan asked.
“Preferably Raven,” I said when he finally looked at me. Goodness, his eyes were unusually stunning. I’d never seen anything quite like the shades of midnight swirling in his irises. And those long lashes of his were a beautiful top-off. They were the kind of eyes seen in paintings of fantasy creatures. 
“I usually go by Declan,” he replied. “Only Sam calls me Dec.”
“Who—”
“I’m sorry, were you always planning on moving to Cedar Harbor? This wasn’t some…” I laughed at the way his voice trailed off. Oh God, this poor man thought I was stalking him.
“Weird, creepy stalker thing? Some sordid plan to track you down and kill you?” I teased to lighten the mood. He merely nodded. There wasn’t an ounce of amusement in his expression. “No. I’d been looking at houses for months before I met you. I was going from town to town until I found something I liked. I didn’t know you were in Cedar Harbor. Small world.”
“It is,” Declan agreed. He didn’t budge in his seriousness. Did I bother him that much? Or was he just naturally kind of grumpy? Both were hot on him but shit. “Why the Brooklyn house? There wasn’t a better house? This one is—”
“Probably cursed by avenging dead husbands?” I exclaimed, my voice rising a notch. Admittedly, I wasn’t over the history of my house. To my surprise, he chuckled. The tension in his shoulders eased a little. “Yeah, Kari didn’t tell me that when I bought the house.”
“Kari’s been dying to get rid of this house—no pun intended,” he told me. “What’re you looking to do with it exactly?”
“Tear it down?” I suggested with a smile. “Dig up the yard and see if there are any dead bodies out there?”
“I’m not licensed to do that.”
“I can’t afford to do that.” A lie, but he didn’t need to know that. I wouldn’t know what to build if I started from scratch. Also, I really didn’t want to risk finding actual dead bodies in my yard. Joke about it? Sure. Actually find them? No way.
“So, you want to take down this wall, obviously. What else?” Declan asked. I blew out a long breath of air as I stared around at the mess of a house. I knew this gorgeous specimen of a man wasn’t ready for the list I was about to throw at him. 
Hell, the list intimidated me.
“Well, let’s talk about what doesn’t work,” I said and began pointing around the house. “The front door doesn’t work… at all, the back porch is questionably put together—both the steps and the actual porch, the front steps are an accident waiting to happen, the baseboards don’t remotely meet the floor and probably should, the air conditioning doesn’t work, the heat is faulty at best, the window screens are either missing or torn. Kari says the bugs get bigger at night—”
“Kari is wrong,” he commented. A shadow of a grin touched the corner of his lips as he shook his head. “And they aren’t that bad, to begin with.”
“Good to know.” One less thing to worry about. “The windows don’t even open, the toilet takes abuse to flush. I’m not wired to be the level of violence it takes to make it work, the gutters are weirdly bent and probably clogged, the kitchen sink leaks both on top and underneath, the bathroom faucet broke off—”
“It broke off?”
“One side, yes. The cold side, so it’s either burn my hands on lava water or wash my hands in the kitchen. You can probably guess which one I’m doing. There’s a closet in the hallway that I can’t get the door to open.”
“There’s probably a dead body in there,” Declan said the words so matter-of-factly that it gave me pause. 
There wasn’t… right? Who knew at this point? Murders, ghosts, party spot… why not throw in a few literal skeletons in the closet? Nothing would surprise me anymore. 
“Probably.” I nodded, pursing my lips. “Hopefully not.”
“Fuck,” he muttered and rubbed at his wild beard. He glanced through doorways and tested the floor as he walked. One swear word was a surprisingly good response all things considered. I also wasn’t done, but I wasn’t sure he realized that. “Where’s all your furniture?” 
“I have to buy it at some point.” I shrugged. I hadn’t put any thought into buying furniture. The only things I’d taken with me were a few suitcases of clothes, some boxes of books, and my art supplies. My priorities were on point.
“Why did you buy this house? There are at least a dozen houses for sale in Cedar Harbor, and all of them are in better condition than this one.”
“I like the view.”
“Fair enough,” Declan said. He wandered to the window, pushing back the curtain to study the backyard. His expression was still so carefully composed that other than his one stupid swear word, I wasn’t sure what the hell he was thinking. “It does have a nice view.”
“There’s a massive pile of firewood that needs to be chopped in the backyard, and I think no one believes I should hold an ax,” I continued, “ever.” 
“Considering you almost killed yourself by smashing into a wall with the power on, I’d be inclined to agree,” he replied. A slow smile finally broke the seriousness on his face as he glanced over at me. The golden hour lighting played up the contours of his handsome face, sending my heart skittering. 
No man should look that good.
It was dangerous to panties everywhere, especially mine at that moment. I needed a long break with my vibrator once he left.
“You wouldn’t happen to know a lumberjack built like the cover of a romance novel who could help with that, would you?” I teased. The words shot right past my filter and tumbled out of me before I could stop them. His cheeks flamed a pretty shade of pink. There was something earnestly sweet about his polite hometown boy personality. 
“I’m going to bill you by the project as we go to spread out payment, but I’m going to give you a project discount since there’s so much to be done.” Clearing his throat, he drew the conversation away from my banter and right back to work. “I need to make a comprehensive list of what needs to be done and the supplies needed, but a lot of this is little stuff we can easily tackle one at a time. I’ll prioritize it by importance. How does that sound?”
“That’s fine by me. Where do we start?”
“I’m not opening that closet door today.” He pointed down the hall. “One surprise is enough for me, but we should make that happen soon. There could be something living in there.
Skeletons, I could handle. Live animals, no thank you. 
“What?” My stomach dropped. “What the hell could be living in my closet?”
“Anything,” he replied. “The house has been vacant for a long time.”
“Oh… okay then.”
I was going to die.
“I’ll stop by in my free time to cut up the firewood. There’s no rush on it, I’m assuming.”
“I don't mind the cold if it ends up getting cold before you’re done,” I said. 
“It gets cold, especially off the water,” Declan informed me as if I didn’t have a clue what I was getting myself into. “It gets real cold sometimes. There’s a shop in town called Sweet Chic. The owner’s name is Betty. Tell her I sent you in for some winter blankets. She’ll take care of you. Trust me, you’ll thank me later.”
“It’s the end of April!” I exclaimed. “How cold does it get?”
“It doesn’t hurt to be prepared,” he countered. 
Winter blankets sounded like a phenomenal idea. Almost as phenomenal as getting him back in my bed to keep me warm all night. I snorted, quickly turning away before he saw me as I cracked myself up. God, I needed to get my thoughts in check. The whole point of a one-night stand was to never go down that road again, even if the gorgeous, plaid-wrapped temptation was standing right in front of you begging to be worshipped just by existing. 
I coughed to cover up the laugh bubbling up inside me. 
“I can do that,” I managed to say, my voice cracking.
“I’ll text you a half hour or so before I’ll be here to cut the wood. You don’t need to be home because I don’t need to come in. I’m going to take a look at your roof and gutters now, though. I’m not sure if that’s something I can fix, but it might be the first thing you need to get done—”
“The roof was replaced already,” I cut in. “But they didn’t touch the gutters.”
“Why didn’t they touch the gutters?” Declan demanded. 
“I think they took the words, I need a new roof about as literal as possible,” I told him. 
“Damn it, Burt,” he snapped under his breath. “That’d be Burt, doing as little as possible. If there’s any major work that needs to be done, I got a guy in Southern Washington I like to use. Burt does exactly what’s asked of him. No more, no less. I’m going to send a few pictures of your roof to Roan—”
“Roan?”
“My roof guy,” he explained. “He has his own construction company. He does good work, so he’ll let me know if Burt didn’t do it right. I’ll measure the windows for screens and the front door, too, so I can get those ordered from Monty’s for you.”
“Okay.” Was I supposed to be writing all this down? It felt like I should be writing it all down.
“I can’t fix the heat or the air conditioner,” Declan continued. “I don’t mess with anything electrical because I don’t know enough, but I do—”
“Know a guy?” I finished for him with a smile. “I hear you know a lot of guys.”
“Professionally, yes,” he frowned, “and it pays off. I’ll get that set up for you as soon as possible. Are you dead set on tearing down this wall?”
“I was…”
“It isn’t necessary. It’s a wide-open floor plan in here,” Declan commented, turning in a slow circle to survey the space once more. How did I explain this to him? There was no good way to explain how badly I hated the weirdly placed cubby wall. It was almost as bad as the green walls. Almost. Its location just didn’t make sense. “All right. If you do, I’ll have Roan come take a look at it.”
“You don’t want to just smash into it and see what happens?” I teased. Again, with the lack of a filter.
“I don’t like to tempt death like some people,” he replied. The slight edge of amusement in his voice was nice to hear. At least my filter wasn’t getting me completely in trouble. “I’ll take a look at everything else while I’m here just to see what I’m dealing with. Call it a free consultation.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” He started for the door. “Roof first. No closet. I’m not touching that door. I mean that. Don’t you touch it, either. You understand me?” 
God, he really didn’t trust that door. I was the kind of woman who’d push the big red button if someone told me not to. The more he insisted I don’t touch the door, the more I wanted to do just that, even if something was living in there.
“Okay.” I laughed quietly while he walked out the door, pausing when the porch practically screamed at him in protest of his weight. As I studied his perfect ass before it disappeared around the side of the house, I realized my quiet life in Cedar Harbor wasn’t about to be nearly as uneventful as I’d expected it to be. Declan Byrne was going to be the wrecking ball to all my plans. I could just feel it. 
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I eased my truck along the drive of the Brooklyn house, taking my time to get a good look at it. I hadn’t been here since I was a teenager. It’d withstood time—somehow—though even from my truck I could tell it was a mess. The back wasn’t any better than the front. 
I was going to regret taking on this job. 
From where I stood as I dropped out of the driver’s seat, everything needed fixing or replacing. Even the dock was a fucking disaster. I ran a hand over my beard. Usually, I wasn’t one to shy away from a good challenge project but the Brooklyn house? Fuck, it was a mess.
A loud bang inside the house sent me running. 
God, don’t let her be a DIY-er.
A second bang rang through the open door as I hit the bottom steps. I hurried inside with hopes I could stop whatever insanity was going on. The owner of the house stood in the living room with a sledgehammer in hand. Slender shoulders heaved as she faced the hole in the wall. My gaze flicked to the kitchen where the stove clock was still on. 
Fucking hell. She didn’t turn off the power. Was she trying to kill herself?
The fluffy socks on her feet didn’t add confidence to the thought as she hefted the heavy tool one more time. 
Jesus fuck. 
I lurched forward and grabbed her hand, holding tight. 
“You’re going to kill yourself doing that,” I snapped. Her entire body stilled, and her head turned toward me. 
Oh, fuck me… those eyes.
Intoxicating whiskey eyes glared back up at me, sending my heart racing. I knew that pretty face and those full lips. My gaze slid down the length of her body. I knew the sexy curves hiding under her paint-stained sweatshirt and the tattoo across her chest. I knew the playfulness in her voice and the utterly inexplicable way every inch of her radiated with a sweet orange and vanilla aroma. 
Lord help me… Raven Woods was Rae.
“I can handle taking down a wall, thank you very much,” she shot back. The flash of defiance on her face was adorable considering how close she’d come to killing herself. 
“Did you shut the power off?” I asked. Her expression faltered, her mouth falling open and closing promptly. She knew I was right. Thank God.
“No… no, I did not.” 
“Your socks I’m assuming they don’t have traction,” I continued. I knew I shouldn’t, but I hated DIY-ers. The sheer amount of stupid shit they did in the name of renovating their house did more harm than good. I wanted her to understand how dumb she’d been. 
“No…” she whispered. 
“You have no grip on the floor with those, making it easy for you to fall. And this,” I jiggled the sledgehammer without letting go, “if you drop this on your foot, you’re going to break a few bones.”
Her cheeks flamed pink with embarrassment. I was harder on her than I should’ve been, but hopefully, she’d think twice in the future. Her hand loosened under mine. I took the sledgehammer from her, retreating across the house to put as much space between us as reasonably possible. What constituted reasonable in this situation? 
How the fuck was I supposed to navigate this shit?
My wolf made its presence known, and I bit back the growl of frustration building in my throat. It wanted to flee into the forest and disappear rather than deal with the shit going on around me. I pushed back. The last thing I needed was my wolf running rampant. 
I took my time leaning the hammer against the tiny kitchen island, using the palpable pause to regain my composure. When I finally faced her, my hands settled on my hips. I pressed my lips together to hold back whatever stupid thought might escape me. 
“Hi!” Raven exclaimed, her voice an adorable squeak. Focus, Declan. She cleared her throat, repeating, “Hi.”
“Hi,” I said. I stared hard at her face. The temptation to thoroughly sweep my gaze over that sexy little body of hers was high. The way her leggings clung to her long legs wasn’t lost on me. All I could picture was them wrapped around my hips as I fucked her senseless. Shit. I need to focus on something—anything—that wasn’t inciting thoughts that shot straight to my cock. Hair. Hair was safe territory. “You cut your hair.”
“I did.”
“It looks nice.” It wasn’t wrong. Half up, it still fell around her collarbone. While it was a definite contrast to the long hair she’d had, I liked it shorter. 
“Thank you,” she whispered. And then she fell silent. Again.
What the fuck was I supposed to say? How the hell was I supposed to act around the woman I’d thoroughly fucked with no intention of ever seeing again? Except, instead of never seeing each other again, I’d let her hire me. 
I couldn’t look at her. My eyes trailed over the entirety of the house as I mentally ticked off the things I could see that needed fixing. It was far easier than focusing on her. The energy in the room was thick, pressing in on my chest. Was it something between us? Was I losing my fucking mind? I was damn sure she could hear how hard my heart was pounding in my chest. 
What was it about this woman that turned me into a teenage idiot all over again? 
“Is it Raven or Rae?” I asked to fill the space. 
“Preferably Raven,” she said, and I glanced at her.
Raven. I liked that. I didn’t say it out loud, but I liked that. 
“I usually go by Declan,” I told her. At least I wasn’t the only one who’d given a partial name. “Only Sam calls me Dec.”
“Who—”
“I’m sorry, were you always planning on moving to Cedar Harbor? This wasn’t some…” I shut the fuck up before I finished my sentence. I couldn’t accuse her of being a serial killer. Sure, a playful joke over a tarp-covered hotel room was one thing. But this? Yeah, I couldn’t say it out loud. 
Her expression broke into a gorgeous smile as she laughed. The sound rolled through me like a warm wave, and I shifted uncomfortably. I wasn’t about to let myself get turned on in her living room, no matter how much I adored that sound. 
“Weird, creepy stalker thing? Some sordid plan to track you down and kill you?” Raven teased. Admittedly, that’d been the thought. That would be entirely a thing I’d get wrapped up in without realizing it. When I didn’t smile, she added quickly, “No. I’d been looking at houses for months before I met you. I was going from town to town until I found something I liked. I didn’t know you were in Cedar Harbor. Small world.” 
“It is,” I agreed. Okay, that didn’t seem like a lie. Really, what reason would she have to lie to me? Maybe I was too in my head about the whole damn thing. Cedar Harbor, while small, was a nice little town to settle in. We didn’t have all the fancy things a big city might have, but we had a lot to offer which the city couldn’t compete with. The town I could understand. This house was a different story. “Why the Brooklyn house? There wasn’t a better house? This one is—”
“Probably cursed by avenging dead husbands?” Raven exclaimed, her voice rising a notch and her eyes widening. I chuckled. “Yeah, Kari didn’t tell me that when I bought the house.”
Jesus fuck, Kari, you told people that shit. 
“Kari’s been dying to get rid of this house—no pun intended. What’re you looking to do with it exactly?”
“Tear it down? Dig up the yard and see if there are any dead bodies out there?” she suggested and offered up that heart-stopping smile of hers. Shit, I wasn’t capable of that, but if she kept smiling at me like that, I’d sure as hell figure it out.
“I’m not licensed to do that,” I told her quickly before I agreed to do so. 
“I can’t afford to do that,” she replied. 
“So, you want to take down this wall, obviously. What else?” I nodded slowly and stared around her house. The long breath she blew out as she considered my question didn’t instill an ounce of confidence about just how big the project would be. Her lips pursed together as she studied me. Fuck, if I didn’t want to kiss her right there.
Get it together, Declan.
“Well, let’s talk about what doesn’t work,” Raven began. I already hated it. This list was going to be the end of my year. “The front door doesn’t work… at all, the back porch is questionably put together—both the steps and the actual porch, the front steps are an accident waiting to happen, the baseboards don’t remotely meet the floor and probably should, the air conditioning doesn’t work, the heat is faulty at best, the window screens are either missing or torn. Kari says the bugs get bigger at night—”
“Kari is wrong.” I smiled slightly as I recalled the time she’d called screaming in the middle of the night about something in her house. Killian and I had gone over, ready to raise hell, and it turned out to be a moth—a little bigger than the average moth, but nothing to get all worked up over. The expression on Raven’s face told me she wasn’t wholly convinced. “And they aren’t that bad, to begin with.” 
“Good to know… the windows don’t even open, the toilet takes abuse to flush. I’m not wired to be the level of violence it takes to make it work,” she said. I held back a laugh as I pictured her beating up the toilet just to get it to work. Note to self: call Jerry and get him to take a look at her bathroom. “The gutters are weirdly bent and probably clogged, the kitchen sink leaks both on top and underneath, the bathroom faucet broke off—”
“It broke off?” I repeated with disbelief. 
“One side, yes. The cold side, so it’s either burn my hands on lava water or wash my hands in the kitchen. You can probably guess which one I’m doing. There’s a closet in the hallway that I can’t get the door to open.” 
“There’s probably a dead body in there,” I said the words before I could stop myself. 
“Probably,” she agreed. And there she went again pursing those sexy lips of hers all over again as she nodded. 
“Fuck,” I muttered and ran a hand over my beard. I was hopeless. My cock pressed painfully stiff against the zipper of my pants, and there was no stopping it. This fucking woman would do me in just by existing. This wasn’t how one-night stands were supposed to work. It was supposed to be a one-and-done sort of thing, not a pine for her for months and pine harder when I saw her again. 
Keeping busy, I did another once-over of the house, glancing through doorways and testing the floorboards. There was a give to them I didn’t like. I knew how old the house was and couldn’t help but wonder if the floors had ever been properly cared for. 
“Where’s all your furniture?” 
“I have to buy it at some point.” Raven shrugged. Who the hell moved without any furniture? From what I could see, she didn’t even have a bed. 
“Why did you buy this house?” I asked again. This couldn’t have been the first house Kari showed her. Hell, the nicer side of Cedar Harbor had some great starter houses built within the last twenty years. The owners of the lumber mill had started putting up a new subdivision as it expanded, renting out homes to their employees, and selling others for a profit. “There are at least a dozen houses for sale in Cedar Harbor, and all of them are in better condition than this one.”
“I like the view.”
The view.
“Fair enough,” I murmured. I pushed back the curtain to glance outside. Her long lot of land was nestled between the woods and the water, giving her the best of both worlds. When the trees changed, she’d have one of the best views on this side of Cedar Harbor. And when it snowed? It’d be a damn snow globe. Yeah, the view was worth it. “It does have a nice view.”
“There’s a massive pile of firewood that needs to be chopped in the backyard, and I think no one believes I should hold an ax,” Raven continued. I faltered at the thought of her trying to chop wood. She’d fucking kill herself. “Ever.”
“Considering you almost killed yourself by smashing into a wall with the power on, I’d be inclined to agree,” I teased gently. I grinned as I glanced over at her. 
“You wouldn’t happen to know a lumberjack built like the cover of a romance novel who could help with that, would you?” she asked playfully. 
God damn woman. I bit back a groan as I tried real hard not to think of her hands all over my body the first time she’d said that. An unmistakable warmth spread across my cheeks. 
I was blushing. 
I was fucking blushing in front of her. 
I cleared my throat, desperate to draw the conversation away from anything that involved either of us naked. I was her employee. I just needed to keep that thought on repeat. 
“I’m going to bill you by the project as we go to spread out payment, but I’m going to give you a project discount since there’s so much work to be done,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice even. “I need to make a comprehensive list of what needs to be done and the supplies needed, but a lot of this is little stuff we can easily tackle one at a time. I’ll prioritize it by importance. How does that sound?”
“That’s fine by me,” she replied. “When do we start.”
“I’m not opening that closet door today.” I pointed down the hall. No way in hell was I tempting my luck by opening it. “One surprise is enough for me, but we should make that happen soon. There could be something living in there.”
“What?” Her face paled. Poor thing hadn’t thought of that. “What the hell could be living in my closet?”
“Anything,” I answered honestly. “The house has been vacant a long time.”
“Oh… okay then.”
“I’ll stop by in my free time to cut up the firewood,” I continued with the hope that she wouldn’t focus on the closet too much. “There’s no rush on it, I’m assuming.”
“I don’t mind the cold if it ends up getting cold before you’re done,” Raven said. 
“It gets cold, especially off the water,” I reiterated. She really didn’t have a clue about life in the Pacific Northwest. “It gets real cold sometimes. There’s a shop in town called Sweet Chic. The owner’s name is Betty. Tell her I sent you in for some winter blankets. She’ll take care of you. Trust me, you’ll thank me later.”
“It’s the end of April!” she exclaimed. “How cold does it get?”
“It doesn’t hurt to be prepared,” I told her. She cocked her head to the side as she stared at me for a brief moment. It didn’t take much to realize a dirty thought was running through her pretty little head. She snorted, giggling and turning her back to me. I gave her the chance to get composed—though, what I wouldn’t give to know what she was thinking. Her shoulders shook, and she coughed hard. I rolled my lips together and did my best to not laugh at her.
“I can do that,” she managed to say. 
“I’ll text you a half hour or so before I’ll be here to cut the wood,” I continued when she looked at me again. “You don’t need to be home because I don’t need to come in. I’m going to take a look at your roof and gutters now, though. I’m not sure if that’s something I can fix, but it might be the first thing you need to get done—”
“The roof was replaced already,” she interrupted. “But they didn’t touch the gutters.”
“Why didn’t they touch the gutters?” I demanded, frowning hard. 
“I think they took the words, I need a new roof, about as literally as possible.”
“Damn it, Burt,” I snapped under my breath. Fucking Burt always doing exactly what he’s asked and not giving an inch. I was used to cleaning up his shit. “That’d be Burt, doing as little as possible. If there’s any major work that needs to be done, I got a guy in Southern Washington I like to use. Burt does exactly what’s asked of him. No more, no less. I’m going to send a few pictures of your roof to Roan—”
“Roan?” she repeated.
“My roof guy,” I explained. “He has his own construction company. He does good work, so he’ll let me know if Burt didn’t do it right. I’ll measure the windows for screens and the front door, too, so I can get those ordered from Monty’s for you.”
“Okay.”
“I can’t fix the heat or the air conditioner. I don’t mess with anything electrical because I don’t know enough, but I do—”
“Know a guy?” she finished for me with another goddamn smile. I adored that fucking smile, but oh… it’d get me in trouble. “I hear you know a lot of guys.”
“Professionally, yes,” I told her. “And it pays off. I’ll get that set up for you as soon as possible. Are you dead set on tearing down this wall?”
“I was…” Her voice trailed off while she gave the massive hole in the wall her full attention. 
“It isn’t necessary. It’s a wide-open floor plan in here,” I commented, turning in a slow circle to survey the space once more. Maybe the wall was a bit of an eyesore, but I didn’t see a point in tearing it down. It wasn’t hurting anything. Still, if she wanted it, I’d help her figure it out. Better than her taking it up as a DIY project. “All right. If you do, I’ll have Roan come take a look at it.”
“You don’t want to just smash into it and see what happens?” Raven teased. 
“I don’t like to tempt death like some people,” I said. “I’ll take a look at everything else while I’m here just to see what I’m dealing with. Call it a free consultation.”
It was a horrible idea and something I didn’t do. Not so late in the day. I’d be there for hours nitpicking every last bit of her house. That was hours of unpaid work… and hours I got to listen to her talk. From the discomfort in my jeans, my cock sure as hell loved the idea, even if I didn’t. 
“Thank you.” 
“You’re welcome.” I started for the door. The sooner I got started looking everything over, the better. “Roof first. No closet. I’m not touching that door. I mean that. Don’t you touch it, either. You understand me?” 
The pause she gave was heart-stopping and not in a good way. I recognized the look on her face. Fuck. She was a damn red-button person. 
“Okay.” She laughed quietly while I walked outside, knowing full well that woman would open the fucking door as soon as she could figure out how. 
The porch whined underneath me, and I stared down at it. With every little shift in my weight, it screamed at me to leave. It was perfectly content without any interruption.  
“You and me both,” I grumbled before hopping off it. Raven Woods was most definitely an interruption I didn’t need in my life. 
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Four hours. 
Four fucking hours I stayed there going over every inch of her house. She spent nearly every minute of those four hours filling the silence with small talk. She sucked at small talk, yet I clung to every word she said. God, I loved the sound of her voice. 
I was wound up impossibly tight as I slammed my truck door and my front door. Kicking off my boots, I stormed straight upstairs for a hot shower. I needed to clear my head—to wash my day off. Maybe if I could do that, I could figure out what the hell to do. 
I cranked the water up high until it practically burned and then some. The shock to my skin was welcome. Bracing my palm against the tile, my head hung under the water. Try as I might, it didn’t work. 
Of all the… 
Out of all the…
How the fuck…
I couldn’t wrap my head around the situation. 
Raven Woods. 
The untouchable woman I’d spent months fantasizing about was now my goddamn boss. I was fucked. The universe was screwing with me. Someone somewhere was getting a good laugh at the situation. I just knew it. 
And there she was again, an all-consuming thought I couldn’t eliminate. Those legs, those curves, that fucking ass. Every inch of her defined perfection. The way those whiskey eyes made me feel stupidly drunk all over again. The woman was chaos and fascination all wrapped into one fiery package I wanted to sink my cock into. 
And my dick eagerly agreed. Not for the first time, I was painfully hard and throbbing as thoughts of that pretty blonde invaded my mind. 
I wanted to say I was a good man—I really did—but there was nothing appropriate about clinging to the image of her on her knees with that pretty mouth of hers around me. 
I groaned as I closed my eyes and wrapped my hand around my cock, needing to ease the building ache. 
Raven fucking Woods… 
The woman was a goddamn fantasy I shouldn’t indulge in. She was my boss, and I was a good fucking man. 
I was a good man, but fuck, if I didn’t imagine her on her knees in front of me, those gorgeous eyes holding mine. I imagined her soft hand wrapping around my hard length as she teased me with her tongue. I’d thread my fingers through her long hair and ease my way into her mouth. Could she take all of me? Hitting the back of her throat? What would she look like on her knees, mouth stretched wide for me?
My hand was her mouth as I fell into the fantasy. Hard and fast, I fisted my cock. Heat twisted the base of my spine, and I gripped the wall tighter. My breath came faster, and my balls drew up tight with anticipation. 
Raven…
Sweet orange and vanilla filled my lungs as I recalled how she smelled. I could taste her skin on my tongue and hear the way she moaned around my cock. 
An angry growl tore through me as I came in a rush, hard and intense. The water washed away the evidence, but it sure as hell did nothing for the guilt over what I did. 
“Fuck,” I grit out. No, I definitely wasn’t a good man.
[image: image-placeholder]“You can stop sulking around the woods, you know,” I called out, my gaze drifting over the darkened tree line. Through the flickering firepit, Sam’s wolf appeared on the edge of my backyard. I tipped my beer in his direction. “Beers in the fridge and your clothes are clean in the hall bench. Quit creeping and sit the fuck down.” 
I was a tad drunk. Not enough to do something stupid but just enough to be fucking annoyed by Sam lurking in my woods. 
“You’re grumpy tonight,” Sam commented after he’d shifted. 
“It’s been a fucking day,” I retorted. What a fucking understatement. 
“Need a second beer?” he asked, heading up my steps. 
“Need my fourth beer,” I shouted back. 
“Water for you, got it!” 
Bastard. I didn’t want water. I wanted to not think about the day I’d had. The more thinking I did, the less sense it all made. The more I drank, the less I cared about how little sense it all made. I had to be overthinking the whole thing.
People ran into their hookups all the time, even the ones they couldn’t stop thinking of. It was perfectly normal, which begged the question of why the fuck I had such a hard time with it. Maybe Sam would know.
“What do you do when the woman you hooked up with turns out to be your client?” I demanded when Sam rejoined me. He paused mid-handing me a bottle of water. The bewildered expression on his face made me sigh. I grumbled, “Never mind.” 
“Hold up,” Sam said. He took the chair next to me, stretching his legs out and making himself comfortable as he gave me his full attention. “Say all of that again.”
“What do you do when the woman you hooked up with turns out to be your client?” I sighed. I was going to regret this.
“Is this the same woman from your text message?”
“Yeah. You know how I go to East Havenwood from time to time.”
“Yes, I do,” he replied. 
“I met a woman on New Year’s Eve,” I explained. “And I hooked up with her—”
“See, you’re supposed to tell me this shit when it happens,” Sam cut me off. “You’re not equipped for one-night stands, Dec.”
“You should’ve told me that before,” I snapped. 
“You should’ve called me,” he shot back. 
“I’m not about to call you from the motel room!” 
“Look—”
“That’s not the point!” I waved my water bottle in the air between us, dismissing whatever the fuck he was going to say next. “It turns out she’s the woman who bought the fucking Brooklyn house.”
“Aren’t you working on that house?” Sam asked with a frown. I glared at him, unable to stop the frustrated growl building in my throat. My wolf was about as annoyed with him as I was. “Point taken. You’re fucked.”
“Shut the fuck up,” I muttered. What the hell made me think he’d be helpful? “You’re useless. Seriously, what do I do? How do I handle this?”
“You know you’re overcomplicating this, right?” he said. Of course, I was. “It’s not as difficult as you’re making it. You were two consenting adults, it was one night, that’s that. Unless you actually like this woman.” 
My gaze drifted to the dying flames. It was easier to focus on than Sam. 
Yeah, I liked Raven more than I wanted to say aloud. The woman had weaved her way into every part of me. I didn’t know how to handle that. She’d been an escape from my everyday expectations and burdens. She wasn’t a solution. 
Dread ebbed its way back into my chest with a familiar pain. I sucked in a sharp breath. My wolf pushed back in a threat to unleash itself. I clamped down hard to maintain control. I didn’t shift out of control often, but anxiety always preceded it. My wolf was a great escape artist and pulled me out of places I didn’t want to be. Just sometimes, I wasn’t in control of that. 
“I took the job,” I told Sam instead. “The house is a fucking mess. It’ll take months to fucking fix up. How the hell Kari managed to sell it is beyond me.”
“I’m still thinking about asking her to find me a cave,” Sam said, buying into my need to deviate from his question. 
“Is that what you’re doing out here? Scouting for caves?” 
“Nah, I usually come piss in your backyard if I’m out running.” The devious grin turning his mouth made me question whether he was serious or not.
“You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?” I demanded. “Don’t tell me you piss in my backyard.”
“Okay.” He shrugged and took a long drink. “I won’t tell you.”
“Jesus Christ, you animal.” I shook my head. We fell silent, and I watched the flames. My mind was in a million places at once, but I couldn’t focus on any one thought. Quietly, I asked, “Am I overthinking it that much?”
“Dec,” Sam sighed, “you dated the same girl for over a year, and then came up with a damn near contractual agreement with what’s-her-face from high school to become fuck buddies.”
“It wasn’t contractual!” I exclaimed. “It was dinner! I took Nadia out for dinner—”
“To discuss the terms of the arrangement!” he said, laughing hard. “You put terms on a fuck buddy.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that,” I grumbled. “It’s being a gentleman.”
“It’s weird is what it is,” Sam told me. “Either way, you romanticize connection. Always have, always will. I don’t know if it’s all the shit you went through after Dad died or what, but you’re not good with being alone.”
“Shit,” I muttered into my water. “Just lay it on me why don’t you.”
“You know it’s true. You work two jobs when you don’t need to. You take on the most responsibility with the pack even though you don’t need to. You do everything for every goddamn person in the town. The only alone time you ever have is when you take your wolf for a run, and let’s face it, that’s not for you. It’s for your wolf. You need someone. No one would be surprised if you got hung up on a girl you hooked up with because you’d have to like her to even let it go that far.”
Fuck, he was right. I wasn’t about to tell him that. The week after my dad died, I got a job. I wasn’t intending to get a job. I just wanted to buy Mom flowers but didn’t have enough. Mrs. Ritker gave me the flowers and got me a job helping her brother, the resident handyman for Cedar Harbor. I went to school and then went to work for a few hours before going home to help Mom with everything else around the house. The week I graduated high school, I got a job at the lumber mill and continued with the same chaotic schedule. I helped raise my brothers, I helped whenever anyone in the pack needed something, and I helped take care of the town. 
While I craved a minute to breathe, I didn’t do well being alone. It was a contraction. I was a contradiction.
“God, we’re a fucking mess,” I said. “You’re in love with a lesbian, and I can’t get over a one-night stand. It’s a damn good thing there are six of us.”
“You can’t count Killian,” he pointed out. “They’re divorced. It’s down to Lucas, Finn, and Nolan to figure this shit out.”
“We’re fucked,” I retorted. We really were. Sam had been in love with Sloane from the day he pulled her out of the river when she’d skidded off the road. It was the definition of unrequited love because he wasn’t her type. Killian was the first of us to get married, but it hadn’t worked out. And here I was, blowing a one-night stand out of proportion because damn if I wasn’t convinced Raven was something special. 
We Byrne boys were on top of our shit. 
“You can say that again.” He chuckled. “Don’t tell Mom. The less she knows, the fewer pancakes she makes.”
“I don’t mind the pancakes. I mind the quantity. She makes enough pancakes to feed a fucking army.”
“She’s just using our kitchens to cook for the pack. You realize that right? She cooks here, she feeds them there, and you clean up the mess.”
“I’m aware,” I said with a grin.
“So, what’s her name?” Sam asked. “Brooklyn house woman? Or should I just keep calling her—”
“Raven,” I interrupted. “Her name is Raven.”
“Like the bird?” He frowned. 
“Her last name is Woods.”
“Jesus fuck. That’s just mean,” Sam commented, and I shrugged. I’d already had that thought. He tipped his beer in my direction. “To Sloane Morrison and Raven Woods. May they never realize just how much power they have over our dumbasses.”
“You’re going in early tomorrow for Sloane, aren’t you?” I asked as I touched my water bottle to his. Dumb cheers were less fun without beer. 
“Her car is making a weird as fuck noise. It’s not safe. I told her to meet me at the mill early tomorrow so I can look at it before I fix the fucking forklift.”
“You’re doing it for free, aren’t you?” 
“The forklift? Fuck no. Her car? Always do,” he murmured. “You?”
“I’m getting my ass up before dawn to cut firewood at Raven’s house before going into the mill,” I said. “At least I’m getting paid for it.” 
“Your resume doesn’t involve cutting firewood for the locals, Dec,” Sam pointed out with a smirk. “We’re fucked.”
“Yeah, yeah, we are,” I agreed with a sigh. But damn, I’d be lying if I didn’t say I wasn’t looking forward to seeing Raven again. 





CHAPTER 15
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RAVEN






The nights were the hardest. Sometimes I could sleep. But usually, that had everything to do with being overly exhausted and my mind giving up fighting my body on the matter. I’d traveled the world to process my grief, find peace of mind, and feel inspired again. Greece, New Zealand, Canada, China, London, Ireland. All had been an adventure. I’d even gone on a short cruise. I’d thought one of those places would help me, and I’d get sleep again. Real sleep. 
Consider my grief mostly processed. There’d always be a hole in my heart where Liam had fit, but I wasn’t frozen in place anymore. I wasn’t in a fog while the world passed me by. I could breathe again. I was figuring out what life looked like beyond him. I didn’t have much figured out, but a new house in a new town was a good start. 
Peace of mind? What the hell did that even mean anyway? Weren’t we all just anxious messes trying to get through this weird thing called life? Was peace even achievable? Or was it a spa marketing tactic? 
And inspiration? Ugh. Inspiration kept hitting in the form of the ridiculously sexy lumberjack handyman I couldn’t get out of my head. Something about Declan stuck in my head. I could picture the lines and curves that made up his body, the shadowed contours of his every muscle, and the soft strokes of his hair. It was all so vivid in my head.
It wasn’t even sexual. There was just something ridiculously artistic about the way he was put together. something that spoke to me on a creative level. It was the entire reason why I sat on my porch steps in the middle of the night with my sketchbook in my lap. 
The weight of the pencil was foreign between my fingers as I covered the page in simple strokes. Graphite smudged my fingers while I played with blending shadows and defining heavier lines, building the image of Declan’s face and broad shoulders. 
It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than nothing. 
I brushed my thumb over his cheekbone, smudging the graphite further. What would it be like to touch him like this again? 
Scraping and chittering startled me. I damn near fell off the steps as I scrambled away from the house, clutching my sketchbook to my chest. What the hell was that? Eyes wide, I stared into the darkness.
There it was again. 
And it was coming from my house.
Correction, from underneath my house. 
A pathetic whine escaped me as my gaze drifted across the decrepit porch, listening to the way the sound moved. 
There was something under my house. 
This was it. This was how I’d die. 
I fumbled to get my phone out of my sweatshirt and nearly dropped it in the grass. The wild backyard was no longer cute. I was practically up to my knees in grass. Oh, God! What if something was living in the grass?
Porch or grass… porch or grass… where was the safest place to stand?
A squeal ripped through me as I swore something brushed across the back of my leg. I scrambled for the porch. At least on the porch, I could see if something tried to get me. I’d probably still die, but at least I’d know what got me. 
With no one else to text about the things in the wild trying to murder me, I texted Declan. 
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Texting my handyman was probably stupid. What the hell was I expecting Declan to do? It wasn’t his job to protect my city-girl ass from nature. 
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Of course not. He was probably used to things trying to kill him in the wild. The man clearly could take care of himself. But what the hell was I supposed to do?
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I frowned and reread his message. Did he really think I would go crawling around under the house? I’d seen enough horror movies to know better.
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The man may not have been in front of me, but I had a strong feeling he was laughing at me. 
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There was no way in hell it was a squirrel. I knew squirrels. Whatever this was, it was too big to be a goddamn squirrel.
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I stared at the phone and watched the dots appear then disappear several times before they finally stopped. I waited a moment, but nothing came through. Maybe he was second-guessing whatever he was going to say? Or perhaps I annoyed him. 
I should’ve just left him alone but didn’t. It was nice having someone to talk to. Really, I just liked talking to him. 
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He didn’t reply. The dots came and vanished. It was probably for the better. My slightly stalker-ass was sitting outside my house drawing his handsome face in excruciatingly accurate detail all things considered. 
The porch groaned despite how carefully I tiptoed my way to the steps. The last thing I needed was to fall through the wooden planks and be eaten by the monstrously large squirrel living under there.
My phone buzzed as I settled precariously on the top step. I smiled seeing his name pop up again. I really needed to delete the repairs part. It looked silly. 
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Drawing that sexy face of yours? That wasn’t an appropriate answer by any means. I’d scare his ass away before I had the chance to figure out what the hell was between us.
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I glanced up, silently praying there was a moon in the sky. I probably should’ve checked that out. Thankfully, a sliver of a moon hung overhead in all its hazy silver glory.
Huh… it actually was quite pretty. Haunted—
I shook that thought free of my head. I didn’t need to be thinking about ghosts all night. 
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A chance to watch a lumberjack in action? You can bet those sexy fitted jeans, Mister, I’d be up early. That meant I had to go to bed early, though. 
I glanced down at the unfinished sketch in my hand. Who was I kidding? I wasn’t going to bed anytime soon, but I sure as hell wasn’t staying outside either. I wanted nothing to do with whatever was living underneath my house. 
“Good riddance,” I muttered and disappeared inside to draw until my fingers ached. 





CHAPTER 16
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RAVEN






I knew Washington was known for its rain, but there was something quite lovely about waking up to moody skies outside my broken windows. I had no clue about the time, but I liked the atmosphere it created. I unfurled from my pile of blankets, shivering as I went. Sleeping naked felt great, cocooned in a nest of blankets, right up until I had to get up. That part sucked. Rushing across the cold floor, I dug through my messy boxes of clothes until I found fluffy socks and an oversized sweatshirt. Pants were another story. By the third box, I gave up and tugged on a pair of shorts. Better than nothing. 
I really needed furniture. I needed to paint the god-awful green in this house first, but then I needed furniture. I owned pants. I just had no idea where they were in any of my shit. 
Stifling a yawn, I meandered to the kitchen desperate for coffee. It was yet again another adventure of digging around to find shit. I needed the paint to show up. I wanted to settle in and not live out of boxes. 
A heavy thud outside gave me pause. I glanced up and waited. When nothing happened, I returned to rummaging through my stuff until I found my instant latte packets and a coffee mug. 
I had a cup of water in the microwave when I heard it again. 
What the hell… 
I went to the window and glanced outside. A tiny sound escaped me while my jaw fell slack. Dressed in a white t-shirt and those jeans I was quite the fan of, Declan tossed a piece of cut wood into a pile. With absolutely no shame, I watched him settle another log in place and grab the ax he had with him. The way he palmed the handle and rubbed the length was damn near erotic. He was nothing but fluid and flawless as he brought it down. His biceps bulged with the motion in a drool-inducing manner. With his damp hair and sweat glistening on his skin, the man exuded hard work. My gaze slid down the length of his tall frame, following his fine lines and imagining something far more than what was appropriate.
If lumberjacks did porn… this would’ve been it. Maybe shirtless… yeah, I could picture him shirtless doing this. 
Before he could look up and see my unkempt ass watching him, I rushed to the bathroom. I only paused long enough to grab my phone. I needed reinforcements. While I waited for my sister to answer, I took a solid look at myself in the mirror. God, what the hell happened to my hair last night? It looked like I got into a fight with something, sticking out all over the place and all those damn knots. My hair was the most dramatic victim of how I tossed and turned all night. 
“What?” Wren whined when I answered. “It’s so damn early!”
“Did you stay up drinking last night?” I chuckled. “Boys?”
Wren was ten years younger than me, making her a very fresh twenty-one. She’d always been a wild child and turning legal had only increased that. More often than not, she was out of the house in a tight dress, high heels, and way too much makeup, hopping from club to club with her eclectic group of friends. I tried not to worry too much but often failed. She was young, and I knew she had to find her footing, but that didn’t make it any easier. I wanted to protect her from all the mistakes I’d made, even if that wasn’t a reasonable thing to do.
“Just one very needy little fuck,” she groaned. “Shit, Rae… it’s so fucking early!”
“It’s not that early! And I need help!” 
“I’m not fixing your house,” she muttered. I grinned. I’d tried more than a handful of times to get her to commit to visiting me when I found my project house. Wren was a pampered princess. Getting her hands dirty wasn’t her thing. “Get yourself a hot handyman to do that shit. I’m not flying out there to DIY shit with you.”
“That’s the problem! I kind of did just that!” Combing my fingers through the rat’s nest wasn’t going to work. I tried to comb and brush out what I could, but it didn’t do much. With a frustrated sound, I tossed it up. A messy bun with strategically placed flyaways was the perfect solution. It looked good and hid my chaos well. 
“How is that a problem?” Wren demanded. 
“I hooked up with my handyman on New Year's Eve,” I said. She squealed so loud I could hear her breath catch in her throat. 
“Raven Alanna Woods—”
“Shut up!” I exclaimed. “I don’t want Mom to hear you!”
“Hold your old lady ass and don’t you dare hang up on me!” she ordered. In the pause, I heard her lock a door and flip on the shower. “I’m hiding in the fucking bathroom for you. Spill your guts, woman! You can’t just say that shit and not give me more!”
I missed her overly dramatic antics. 
“I haven’t had a chance!” I retorted. “Long story short, I met a hot lumberjack—”
“How hot are we talking?” she interrupted. 
“Let’s see….” I clicked my tongue as I kept getting ready. A bit of mascara, a few good pinches to my cheeks for color, and I looked halfway decent. “Think… Alan Ritchson if he stopped being an actor and became a rugged mountain man in flannel.”
“Toned or total beefcake?”
“Oh, he’s got the muscles,” I replied with a stupid giggle. Muscles I wanted to lick all over again.
“I want to see! Do you have a picture?” Wren asked. 
“I…” I faltered as an idea popped into my head. Oh, I shouldn’t. “I could video chat you. He’s in my backyard… cutting wood… right now…” 
She didn’t respond. Instead, my phone lit up as she initiated a video chat. Her rich, dark hair was a mess like mine while makeup smudged under her eyes as her gaze bored into mine. 
“Show me the hot man, Rae,” Wren ordered while I laughed. 
“Shit, Wren, you need to wash your face before you go to bed,” I said but took her with me to the back of the house. Tugging open the curtain, I leaned against the window and hoped to hell I looked casual staring out of it. Was there a casual way to showcase your hot handyman to your sister? I flipped the video around for her to see.
“Raven! That’s not a lumberjack! That right there’s a lumber-snack, Raven!” she gasped while I was reduced to a fit of laughter. “That’s a man you lick head-to-toe like he’s a fucking ice cream cone dripping all over the place!”
“Wren!” I snorted as I tried to compose myself. While Declan was focused hard on what he was doing, the last thing I wanted him to see was me laughing my ass off in the window, presumably at him. 
“Oh, my vagina! Give that man an OnlyFans! I’d pay to watch him handle his wood any day!” 
“Wren!”
“Please!” she scoffed. “He’d make a fortune. Just him shirtless, manhandling his wood or any wood in general.”
“That’d sell.” God, I’d probably be his first subscriber.
“Make him take his shirt off.”
“I wish,” I muttered.
“RIP your panties if he does,” she teased. 
“I’d have to be wearing panties for that to be a thing,” I commented. I watched as Declan tossed another piece of wood aside and put his back to the house. 
“Even his ass is sinful,” Wren said. “Shit, girl. I hope you rode that man into the sunset like the stallion he is.”
“More like motel neon lights but same difference.” 
“God, what a fucking bounce back, minus the beard,” she replied. 
“Oh, I know. I hate the beard,” I agreed all too readily. “A little isn’t bad, but the mountain man thing doesn’t do it for me. Stupid sensitive skin. I looked like I went a few rounds with a bristle brush the next morning. Everywhere.”
“Everywhere? Rae! If there were rewards for getting back on the horse, you’d fucking win. Either that, or you’re setting yourself up for a lifetime of misery. He looks like the kind of man who wrecks women for all other men. He’s probably got a magic dick to go with it.”
“I’m not entertaining that.” He did. “Okay, but what do I do? We met in a town two hours away before I even bought this house.”
“Did you stalk him? Naughty girl. I think you need to be punished. Tell the lumber-snack to bend you over his knee.”
“Wren! I’m serious! And that’s your thing, not mine,” I told her. We came from a very sex-positive family, which meant as Wren found her stride with all her club boys, she was not afraid to share it all. “I didn’t stalk him. I didn’t know his real name. He gave me a nickname. And now I’m his boss.”
“There’s definitely porn like that,” she said. I groaned, knowing full well she’d spend the rest of the day sending me porn to prove her point. “Okay, okay, okay! All joking aside, just go out there and talk to the man. Clearly, he likes you.”
“You can’t possibly know that,” I countered. 
“Raven, darling, if you sucked in bed and he didn’t like it, he wouldn’t have taken the job,” Wren stated. “So, something is keeping him around. Use that to your advantage.”
“You think?” I pursed my lips as I studied the languid movement of his body while he wandered down to the waterfront. 
“Yes,” she said. “He’s the total opposite of Liam, which maybe you need.”
“Yeah,” I whispered. 
“It’s not a bad thing,” Wren said. Her tone softened as she spoke. “You don’t have to make it anything with him, but you don’t have to stay stuck either. You’re in a new town, you have new hair. You’re still wearing that god-awful sweatshirt, but I digress. There’s nothing wrong with adding a new man into the mix. I’m not saying it has to be anything serious, but he’s got your interest.”
“He does.” And he had. I couldn’t get the man out of my head. 
“You owe it to yourself and to me to go have some fun with that man.”
“You?” I demanded. “How do I owe it to you?”
“Because men like that don’t exist in Florida!” she exclaimed. “I’m never going to get a man who looks like that, and I’m not moving to Washington before you even suggest it. I like the sun. I don’t like rain. It does horrible things to my hair.”
“Such a princess,” I teased. “I’m going to go check on him. He is doing work for me after all.”
“Go outside naked and really let that man work you,” Wren said. She playfully fanned herself. “Hot damn, I’m going to need a cold shower on your behalf.”
“You go do that,” I told her. Truth be told, I wouldn’t be far behind her if that man went back to using his ax. 
I ended the call and stood there for a moment, studying his broad back as he stared out at the water. God, what an image. Him with the expanse of water stretching in front of him while the trees dipped down over his head. It made me want to grab my sketchbook all over again. 
Even if nothing happened, Declan Byrne certainly was good for my artistic soul. 




CHAPTER 17
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DECLAN






Lumber-snack?
I was trying my damnedest not to laugh out loud. I knew I shouldn’t have done it, but I couldn’t help myself. When I saw Raven standing in her window with her phone in hand as she watched me, I dipped into my wolf’s hearing and eavesdropped. 
Whoever Raven was on the phone with had a hell of a personality. 
“That’s a man you lick head-to-toe like he’s a fucking ice cream cone dripping all over the place!”
“Wren!” she exclaimed, giggling harder. I glanced up discreetly and enjoyed the way she laid into the window as she laughed. 
“Oh, my vagina! Give that man an OnlyFans! I’d pay to watch him handle his wood any day!” 
I faltered as I grabbed another log. Jesus fuck. 
“Wren!” Raven practically screeched. 
“Please!” Wren scoffed. “He’d make a fortune. Just him shirtless, manhandling his wood or any wood in general.”
“That’d sell,” Raven said. There was no way in hell there was a market for that. Was there? I shook my head. I refused to entertain that idea. I didn’t need my curiosity to get the better of me.
“Make him take his shirt off,” the other woman practically ordered.
“I wish,” Raven muttered. All she had to do was say something to my face. Sam was right. I was a weak-willed man when it came to this woman. She had so much power over me and didn’t even know it.
“RIP your panties if he does,” the other woman teased. 
“I’d have to be wearing panties for that to be a thing,” Raven replied. The words rang loudly in my ears. Oh, Jesus fuck. That image I didn’t need in my head. I lodged my ax in the log and walked away, putting my back to her. I didn’t need to be thinking about the woman’s bare cunt right there being within my reach. 
My cock disagreed as it stiffened uncomfortably.
Boss… employee… boss… employee… I said the words repeatedly in my head, doing my best to make them stick. It didn’t help. 
“Even his ass is sinful. Shit, girl. I hope you rode that man into the sunset like the stallion he is,” Wren continued. What the hell constituted a sinful ass? I was a little too invested in this damn conversation because I realized I hoped my ass being sinful was a damn good thing. And a thing Raven liked.
“More like motel neon lights but same difference,” Raven said, and I chuckled. 
“God, what a fucking bounce back, minus the beard,” she replied. 
“Oh, I know. I hate the beard,” Raven agreed all too readily. I reached up and rubbed a hand over my beard. What the hell was wrong with my beard? I liked it. It wasn’t wild. I maintained it. It looked good. “A little isn’t bad but the mountain man thing doesn’t do it for me. Stupid sensitive skin. I looked like I went a few rounds with a bristle brush the next morning. Everywhere.”
Oh… well, shit. Guilt gnawed lightly at my stomach. I hated the idea of having left her like that, even if it hadn’t been intentional. Maybe I needed to shave. 
“Everywhere? Rae! If there were rewards for getting back on the horse, you’d fucking win. Either that, or you’re setting yourself up for a lifetime of misery. He looks like the kind of man who wrecks women for all other men. He’s probably got a magic dick to go with it.”
Nope! That was it. I couldn’t keep doing it. I didn’t need to know what Raven thought about my dick. There were just some things better left to the imagination. 
I clamped down on my wolf, pushing back its heightened senses. Their conversation vanished. I put all my focus on the little dock she had at the end of her property. It was about the only thing I hadn’t looked at. Focusing on the decrepit mess helped my brain slow down. I couldn’t fix the thing. She needed a new one built if she planned to use the water, which she’d probably ask me if I could build for her. 
And knowing my dumbass, I’d tell her I could, even if I couldn’t because fuck that woman had something over me. 
[image: image-placeholder]I was neatly stacking a pile of freshly cut firewood when Raven wandered out of her house. I frowned slightly as I watched her tiptoe across the porch in carefully planned steps. I needed to fix that porch as soon as possible. I didn’t want her falling through and getting hurt. 
She balanced two mugs of coffee as she came down the stairs. There was something sexy about how boldly she wandered into the grass barefoot. For a city girl, I expected her to shy away from something like that. The long grass skimmed her naked legs, and I’d never been so envious of nature in my life. 
“Here,” Raven held out one of the mugs, “I figured you could use something to drink. Unless you want water?”
“Coffee is fine,” I replied. Her fingertips brushed along my hand as I took it from her. I swore I felt sparks where our skin touched. I pulled back fast before I did something stupid, nearly spilling the drink. Those whiskey eyes leveled on me expectantly as if waiting for me to take a drink. I did and promptly paused. What the hell did she give me? It was sweet as fuck, thicker than regular coffee, and frothy in the weirdest way. Still, I plastered a grateful smile on my face and nodded as I forced myself to swallow. “Thank you.”
“Do you like it?” she asked while taking a small sip. She let out a little groan of satisfaction far too sexual for my comfort. Not that my cock seemed to mind as it twitched. Working for this woman would test the limits of my restraint. 
“It’s good,” I lied. I wasn’t one for fancy coffee. A simple cup of black was all I needed. 
“You hate it.” 
“Is it that obvious?” 
“You kind of look like I’m torturing you,” Raven said, a smile breaking her pretty face.
“Sorry. I’m a simple man with simple tastes,” I told her. 
“Simple is good. Simple is easy.”
I opened my mouth to say something but the heavy vibrating of my phone in my pocket stopped me. Holding up a finger, I stepped away and took it out. Connor Harvey’s name lit up my phone display. 
“Connor, how’s it going?” I greeted softly, turning my back to Raven. If Connor was calling, the likelihood was it had something to do with pack business. The kid was far too busy with animals to deal with people. “Everything okay?” 
“It’s been better,” he said. 
“What’s wrong?” 
“I caught something—the Sheriff caught something—that I need you and Sam to come take a look at,” he told me. His anxious tone set my nerves on edge. I didn’t like it. Whatever he was dealing with, it wasn’t good. For anyone. 
I glanced over my shoulder to check on Raven only to find her hand on my ax. 
“Don’t you touch that,” I ordered in a hushed breath as I tilted the mic away from my mouth. “Do you remember the sledgehammer?”
Her cheeks flushed a beautiful pink as she backed away. I bit back a chuckle and gave Connor my whole attention. 
“What kind of something?” I asked. 
“Something killed a bear,” Connor replied. His words made me falter. A bear? That wasn’t at all what I was expecting. Bears weren’t easy to kill by any means. As a pack, we avoided them to the best of our ability. 
“What kind of something killed a bear, Connor?” I demanded while putting more distance between Raven and me. I didn’t need her overhearing anything I said. He didn’t answer right away. Shouting and laughing in the background was accompanied by the way he repeatedly excused himself. 
“Sorry, it’s busy here.” He let out a heavy sigh when the door to his office slammed shut. “It’s a grizzly, Declan. A full-grown grizzly. Something a hell of a lot bigger than we’re used to in these woods killed a damn grizzly! I’ve never seen a bite like this on something that wasn’t…”
“Canine?” I finished for him. Dread twisted my stomach. Wolf. He meant wolf. 
He meant one of us.
“It looks that way, yeah.” He sighed, and the stress in his voice bothered me. I knew Connor. The kid was hard to rattle. If this had him worked up, it was probably worse than he let on. 
“Fuck,” I growled. My wolf stirred at the thought of something killing in our woods. Anger rolled through me. “Sam and I are at the mill until six today. Can we come by after?”
“Yeah. I’ll be here late anyway.”
“And, Connor? Keep it quiet until we can come take a look at it, okay?”
“I’m sorry. If I thought—”
“Don’t apologize, kid,” I interrupted, calming the frustration in my voice. It wasn’t his fault. “You did nothing wrong. It’s just a surprise is all. We’ll handle this, okay?”
“Thanks, Declan,” Connor said. 
“That’s my job.” I took a deep breath as I ended the call, running a hand through my hair. Our woods were always quiet. Sure, we had the occasional issue with the local animal life, but nothing to this caliber. Whatever this was, it was new. 
I recomposed myself and plastered a smile on my face. The fake smile faded when I turned to find Raven walking her fingers over the handle of my ax. The woman doesn’t do well with being told what to do. 
“Do you want me to teach you how to do it?” I asked as I rejoined you. 
“Could you?” Her face lit up with a gorgeous smile that threatened to take me out by the knees. “Maybe I’m a closeted lumberjack and didn’t know it.”
Lumber-snack. I chuckled. If the term was going to apply to one of us, it was going to be her. I could devour the woman. 
“I can, but I think it’s harder than you realize,” I said. I gave her back her coffee mug before wiggling my ax free of the log. “It takes more strength than people think.”
“Please,” Raven scoffed. “If I can lift a sledgehammer, I can use an ax.” 
They were not the same thing. Still, I grinned because she just had that effect on me. 
“Next time then,” I told her. “But you need jeans on and you need shoes. I’m not letting you handle an ax half-naked.”
“Oh, come on. I thought you liked me naked.” When the words fell off those sexy lips, I paused. Damn right, I did. Raven let out a tiny gasp. Her cheeks flamed bright pink. 
Boss… employee… boss… employee…
Those two words were about to be my mantra to keep my cock from doing all the thinking for me. Most of it at least.
“I won’t be around for a couple of days,” I continued for the both of us as I let the statement go for both our sakes. “I’m at the mill for a few days. I see Connor tonight, so I’ll let him know about the thing under your porch. He’ll probably want to set up a few safe traps to handle it. Can I give him your number?” 
“Of course.” 
“I gave Miles all the measurements for your front door and your windows. All you have to do is go in and look at the catalog,” I said. While I talked, I reluctantly packed my shit up. I was milking my time with her. I needed to get to the mill but didn’t want to leave her. “Don’t bother trying to pay. It’s set to go through my account for the discount. I also gave him your back door measurements in case you want to replace that thing.”
“I probably should…” She pursed her lips together as she stared at the door. 
“I know we didn’t discuss your budget.” I broached the one topic I hated bringing up. I was such a pushover. Small-town life meant small-town income. Most of my clients struggled to pay their bills. Paying me was even harder at times. It was part of the reason I worked at the mill. I didn’t need to, but it allowed me to be flexible with my clients. “If we need to slow down or do a payment plan, we can. I’m more than happy to break down everything by pressing and non-pressing.”
“Oh, we’re fine. Money’s no issue here.” Raven shook her head. I was pretty sure she was the first person to ever say that to me. “Just start getting me invoices, and I’ll get you paid. The sooner everything gets done, the happier I’ll be.”
I wanted to make her happy. 
“All right then. That makes things easier. I’ll put a call into Jerry about your bathroom, and I’ll put a call into Burt about looking at your gutters. Roan can’t get out here for a good couple of weeks, but he’ll come out and look. Burt’s good per se, but he does exactly what he’s supposed to and no more. It worries me with something as big as a roof. I’d trust Roan to give it a thorough inspection.”
“Can I have their numbers?” she interjected. “You can text them to me. I’d really rather make the calls myself.”
“Oh.” I paused, hand on my truck door. “I don’t mind doing it along with everything else.”
“I need to be able to handle these things on my own,” Raven said quietly. “You won’t always be around to take care of me.”
Right. Because she was just a client, and this was just a job. I nodded my agreement despite how hard her words were to swallow. 
“I’ll get you their numbers but let me handle Roan. He’s an old family friend, so my mom will turn his visit into a whole thing,” I replied. 
“Okay.” 
“I’ll be in touch.” I climbed into my truck and rolled down the window as she wandered in my direction. “And Raven? Check your legs for ticks.”
“Excuse me?” Those whiskey eyes widened with a look of utter distress, and she bent over to stare at her legs. My gaze followed hers, enjoying a minute of admiring her shapely legs. Her voice rose an octave as she demanded, “Ticks?”
“You live in the middle of the woods, Raven. We have ticks. You might find snakes in the long grass, too,” I told her. Her head snapped up. I didn’t blame her. Snakes pushed a limit even for me.
“Snakes?” she repeated with disbelief. “Oh, hell no! Can we burn it all down? Just burn it all down, Declan. I don’t need grass.”
“You need grass. But you could use some landscaping. I—”
“Know a guy,” Raven finished for me. “Send me his number, Declan. You send me his number as soon as you can. No freaking snakes!” 
The sounds of her ranting about snakes and ticks followed me down her gravel drive. Disappointment settled in my chest at the thought of not seeing her for a few days. It was ridiculous, and I knew it. 




CHAPTER 18
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DECLAN






Sunshine Tails was a stupid name for a vet’s office. I knew it. Connor knew it. The whole damn town knew it. Yet, it never changed and never would. From its sunshine yellow exterior to the childish wall paintings inside, it was a carbon copy of Sunshine Hearts, the doctor’s office the Harvey sisters ran. Connor’s great-great-something-other-or-what-grandfather had started both practices as mirror images of one another, building both from the ground up. With his bare hands and a pile of discarded bricks one weekend as the Harveys told the story. I always held my tongue when the story got told because it was a load of bullshit. Granted, get a beer in him and Connor would rant and rave about the entire thing. It was entertaining. 
Still, the building was never going to change. Connor had no nerve to change it for fear of letting his family down, which was something I understood all too well. We settled for making fun of it when no one was listening. 
Sam’s truck pulled up alongside mine as I climbed out. It was smaller and older but well-kept despite its rusted orange color. The engine was loud as shit, but I had no doubt Sam knew exactly why. 
“Did he say what we’re dealing with?” Sam demanded as he got out. I hadn’t had a chance to fill him in at work, only asking him to meet me to talk to Connor. “Is it—”
“Quiet,” I snapped under my breath. I grabbed Sam by the arm and dragged him back before he could storm the building with questions not everyone needed to hear. Where the safety of others was concerned, sometimes Sam got a little too worked up. A woman I recognized walked past with a wide smile on her wrinkled face and a German Shepherd on a leash. The dog’s ears flattened against its skull as it sulked past us, whining deep in its throat. A little thrill of dominance surged through me as my wolf enjoyed the dog’s submissive reaction. I held back a smirk. Instead, I offered up a friendly grin to the woman as she passed. “Evening.” 
“Hello, boys!” she said happily. 
“Ma’am.” Sam nodded. When the woman wasn’t looking, he winked at the dog. I felt the power of his wolf rolling along his skin. The dog did too, snarling and baring its teeth in response. 
“Beau!” she exclaimed. “No! We don’t behave that way!”
“It’s all right, ma’am,” he replied while I stifled a laugh. He always had a thing for antagonizing dogs. I didn’t mind a little display of dominance from time to time. Admittedly probably more often than I should’ve. It kept my wolf feeling alive. Sam, on the hand, got a weird enjoyment from seeing how he could get a dog to react to him. I never quite understood it but never bothered to ask, either. 
“He said something ate a grizzly,” I said when the woman was out of earshot. Sam’s attention snapped back to me, dark eyes wide with disbelief. 
“A full-grow grizzly?” Sam demanded, and I nodded. 
“Yeah. He sounded shaken.”
“Is he thinking wolf? Like a pack member.” 
“Unfortunately,” I told him. “What else is there?”
“There are regular wolves in the woods,” Sam muttered. I tried not to roll my eyes. I understood why he wanted to rationalize the situation, but it was pointless. Connor knew animals like Sam knew cars and I knew how to fix shit. He wasn’t about to call us over a normal wolf attack. 
“I don’t think he meant regular wolf,” I replied, dashing his hopes out loud. The sooner we faced the situation, the better. “This way.” 
I led the way around the side of the building, texting Connor as we did. I wanted to avoid the main traffic of the office. A handyman walking into a vet alone was one thing. A handyman and a mechanic was a completely different matter. It drew unwanted small-town attention.
“Do you think—”
“I’m trying not to think anything, Sam, until he shows us,” I interrupted. It was the best way to handle it. Rushing to conclusions would get us nowhere. Nowhere good anyway. 
We heard shouting, laughing, banging, and squealing as we waited by the backdoor. Sam’s brows rose steadily up his forehead as he balanced a cigarette between his lips. I grinned, listening to the chaos play out. Poor Connor. I didn’t envy his work with animals. 
The door clicked and flew open, narrowly missing Sam’s face. Connor hurried out and slammed it fast behind him. 
“Sorry, guys. Mick brought his pig in,” he huffed out while he paused to catch his breath, hands on his hips. Connor was young for his profession and the youngest Harvey child at barely twenty-five. It showed in his cleanly shaven baby face. Dusty blond hair was swept away from his face with stray strands falling into his murky blue eyes and skimming the rounds of his ears. He was a bright kid but always frazzled as hell. Managing all the domestic and farm animals in Cedar Harbor with minimal help was a fucking feat I couldn’t imagine embracing. Still, no one better could do his job. He had a magic touch when it came to animals. 
“Why the fuck would Mick bring his pig in?” Sam demanded. 
“That pig goes everywhere with Mick,” I reminded him. “Remember Nolan’s graduation.” 
Mick had a potbelly pig named Bertha. Though Bertha never seemed to die, so we were all pretty sure he kept replacing one Bertha with another since he’d had the same pig for over fifty years. His niece graduated from school with Nolan, and Mick brought Bertha to the graduation. Not only did the pig shit everywhere, but she also got into the snack bar meant for the celebration afterward. Bertha was no longer welcome at the school. 
“That’s all fine and good,” Connor began, “I like Bertha. I just didn’t know she was pregnant, and neither did he, so now I have a potbelly pig in labor in my kennel, the dogs locked up in random rooms, and one angry-as-hell cat on the loose. It’s chaos.”
“That sounds pleasant,” Sam muttered. It didn’t. I could practically feel the stress cropping up on Connor’s behalf. 
“The piglets are adorable,” he agreed with a wide grin. He started for the line of trees near the dumpster, inviting us to follow. “This way if you don’t mind.”
“So, what happened exactly?” I asked while we fell in line with him. 
“I got a call from George early this morning,” he said quietly. “He seemed real worked up and the like, said a few people found a bear not too far outside of town.”
“Fuck,” Sam grumbled. I understand why. Unease twisted its way through my stomach. “The town’s going to have a field day with this. There’ll be no hiding it.”
“Sorry but no.” Connor shook his head. “Anyway, I go out and take a look like he asked me to. I’m telling you, guys, I’ve never seen a bite this big. I’d say maybe the closest would be Nolan but still.” 
I let out a low whistle. Nolan’s wolf was huge compared to the rest of ours despite being a lanky kid. I had a hard time imagining a wolf any bigger than his. And really, I didn’t want to.
Behind the dumpster, a blue tarp was spread wide over the body of the bear, its corners staked down into the ground. The rotten smell of flesh assaulted my nose, and I cringed. My wolf, however, stirred with interest. The atrocious smell aroused its interest. 
Connor stepped aside while Sam and I glanced at one another in a silent debate about who would deal with the dead animal. I wanted nothing to do with it, and obviously, he didn’t either. 
“Oh, I’m not touching that thing.” Sam shook his head adamantly. “No way in hell. You couldn’t pay me.”
Fucking diva. I crouched down and wiggled a stake out of the ground to peel the plastic back. I inched back when the smell intensified, and I swallowed back the rise of bile in my throat. Holy fuck. There was no way in hell this bear was recently dead. There was too much decay. Other than its size, it was hard to tell whether the animal had ever been a bear. I had to take Connor’s word for it. Matted brown fur was darkened and hardened with dry blood. Massive chunks were missing from its body, tearing apart its throat and its sides. Its legs were contorted and twisted as if broken. 
“Shit…” I let out with a weird level of awe. It took a lot of power to do this kind of damage. It didn’t bode well for us. In one quick movement, I yanked out another stake and tossed back the tarp to give Sam a good view of the animal. His eyes widened in shock, and he whistled softly. 
“Fuck. If that was a full-size grizzly, I don’t want to know what the hell took it out,” he said. “And what the hell was it doing so close to town?”
“It wouldn’t be the first time,” I told him. Bears were common in our woods. Generally, they didn’t get too close to town. Some of the outlier houses were used to finding bears in their trash or backyard. Hell, even I had woken up to a bear in my yard once or twice. It came with the area. 
“But what the hell is big enough to take it out like this?” 
“Look at this jaw…” Without touching the body, I traced the outline of a singular bite. It was significantly bigger than Nolan’s, a feat hard to believe possible. “Whatever ate this, it’s fucking huge.”
“It didn’t eat it,” Connor corrected. My gaze snapped up to him. There was no fucking way something did that much damage without eating it.
“What?” Sam frowned. 
“It killed it and left,” he elaborated. “For all that’s missing, it was just torn out. Whatever attacked this bear left behind what it took out of it. It didn’t eat it. It wasn’t hunting.”
Shit. We didn’t kill to kill. That was a strict pack rule. If our wolves craved hunting, we had to eat as well. It was why most of us never hunted in wolf form. I knew Sam indulged every once in a while when his wolf felt particularly feral, but it was rare even for him. We worked hard to preserve the sanctity of life. 
“So, either there’s a monster in the woods, or someone’s in our territory,” Sam stated. 
“Or…” I didn’t want to say the words I was thinking out loud. “Or one of ours turned a Wild One without informing us.”
I let the implication hang in the air. That was a dangerous game to play. We didn’t change humans unless under very specific circumstances. Only one human had been changed over the course of the past several generations. Dozens of requests to do so had been turned down. There was no need to inflict our lifestyle on a human. We could co-exist without needing to. 
Without the proper intervention during those first few months of shifting, wolves were highly dangerous. The connection between human and wolf was fragile and weak. It had to be nurtured, strengthened, and understood. Without that connection, a wolf was just a wolf. If someone turned a human without help…
And we were so much bigger than the gray wolves native to Washington. 
If someone lost control of their wolf near the town, the consequences could be horrific. It’d put our entire pack in danger of discovery. 
And worse, someone could end up dead. 
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“I need to text you a number,” I told him quickly. He stopped his retreat to listen. “You heard the Brooklyn house sold?”
“I’ve been inseminating cows all week,” was his response. Sam chuckled next to me, and I shook my head. “Unless it’s cow gossip, I’ve been out of the loop.”
“Way more information than I needed, Connor.” Sadly, that wasn’t the first time he’d ever brought up inseminating cows. It wouldn’t be the last no matter how badly I wanted it to be. “The owner, Raven Woods, said she heard something moving under the porch.”
“I mean, she’s really lucky there’s nothing living in the walls.” Connor drew in a deep breath. “That house… honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if there are multiple somethings living under the house. It’s been abandoned for so long.”
“Don’t… don’t tell her you think there’s something living in the walls.” I sighed. I didn’t need Raven going after her walls with a sledgehammer again. “The woman’s afraid of snakes in her yard.”
“Why’d she move to Washington if she’s afraid of snakes?” Sam asked. 
“I don’t have the answer for that.” 
“I can bring her literature on snakes,” Connor offered. “She probably really only has garter snakes. Maybe a Western hognose or two. They’re common out that way. Mice too. Squirrels. Raccoons… opossums… she might even get a bear or two. Does she know that?”
“I highly doubt that,” I said. I had a feeling Raven’s pretty little city girl self had no understanding of what living in the woods was like. “Don’t scare the poor woman. Maybe just let her know if there’s something venomous in her yard—”
“I doubt that.”
“Good, then don’t tell her about all the other animals,” I ordered. Shit. I could imagine that text conversation with her. “Shoot her a message and set up something with her to check out whatever’s under the porch.”
“I’ll probably just set up a few safe traps. She’s human, right?”
I knew what he was thinking. Connor was prone to using his wolf to clear out unwanted rodents and small animals around houses. It made his job easier.
“Yeah, don’t use your wolf to clean up the underside of her house,” I said.
“Done deal. I’ll give her a call and get her taken care of,” he promised. That fucking phrase. It burned like iron in my stomach. I didn’t want him taking care of her. I wanted to do it all by myself, even if I didn’t know a damn thing about trapping animals. I would’ve settled for setting the whole damn thing up for her, so she didn’t have to worry about it.
“Thanks, kid,” I replied instead with a smile. I waved to Connor as he disappeared inside. In the quiet, I took out my phone. There was only one person we needed to talk to about the situation. 
“How’s my favorite boy doing?” Mom’s voice was pleasant when she answered the phone, not knowing I had her on speaker. I flashed Sam a cocky grin.
“I’m her favorite,” I gloated. 
“I love you too, Mom,” Sam said as he feigned being upset with her. 
“Oh, stop that,” she chastised. “I greet all my boys that way. You’re all my favorites.”
“She really does,” he whispered. 
“I know.” I had no doubts about that. Nothing would change that. Not that we wanted it to. God really had done something special when he made our mom. “We’ve got a question for you, Mom.”
“Is it in regard to the dead bear?” Mom asked. Damn it. Word got around town too fast for my liking. I sighed and ran a hand through my hair with frustration. The last thing we needed was for the word to spread before we could control the narrative. 
“Yes, it is.”
“And what do you suggest we do?”
I glanced up at Sam, frowning. I’d really been hoping she’d have a solution for us. 
“Don’t look at me.” Sam shrugged. “I told you she’d ask you to figure it out.”
“Both of you,” she corrected. “You’re moving up in the pack, too, Sam. Soon enough all of you are going to have to step up and take charge of serious situations like this one. It’s time to start working on your approach as a team.”
“Can we come over for a last-minute dinner?” I replied. 
“You already know the answer to that,” Mom said. I did. Mom loved having us over for dinner. We had family dinner every Sunday just to reconnect, but that didn’t stop the open invitation for dinner anytime we wanted. 
“Friday?” Sam suggested. “Lucas works the night shift the next two days, and I have to go up to Olympia to look at some equipment for the Monroes.” 
“Friday works,” I said. It gave me enough time to figure out how I wanted to lead my brothers through this shit. I knew full well they’d be looking at me to do so. “I need to call Finn and ask him a question, so I’ll let him know.”
“I have to swing by the firehouse anyway, so I’ll let Lucas know.”
“Thanks, Mom.” Sam pulled out his pack of cigarettes and fussed with the frayed wrapper. “I’ll swing by and let Nolan know before going home. Maybe I’ll grab a sandwich and some coffee while I’m at it. Does he still do coffee this late?”
“Did you eat lunch?” Mom demanded. “You sound like you didn’t eat lunch, honey.” 
Sam hemmed and hawed his way through not giving her an answer while I laughed at him. He was notorious for skipping meals. Hell, I did the same. The trick was not to let Mom find out. It was all over when she found out. I once came home to Mom in my kitchen preparing a month’s worth of freezer meals divided up into breakfast, lunch, and dinner because she found out I was living on protein bars and microwave dinners. It wasn’t that I couldn’t cook. I was just too damn tired after work to care. 
“Are you joining us, Mom?” I interrupted before the two of them could go back and forth on the matter. We’d be there for a good half hour if they did. “Or are you leaving us to try to figure this one out on our own?”
“I said you should start working on your approach,” Mom reiterated. “I never said you’d have to do it alone. I’ll be there, and we’ll figure it out together.”
“Thanks, Mom.” 
“Yeah, thanks, Mom,” Sam echoed. 
“I love you, boys. Sam, eat some damn dinner tonight. Declan, you too.”
“Yes, Mom,” we said in unison. 
“You made Mom swear.” I smirked as I hung up, shoving it away in my pocket. 
“Whatever,” he scoffed. He leaned against the side of my truck. His dark gaze trailed through the tree line bordering the edge of the office lot, and I followed his stare. I searched the thick forest as if it’d give up its secrets and tell me what was lurking in our woods.
If only it were that easy…
“Do you think someone really did it?” Sam asked quietly. “Changed a human without permission?” 
“I don’t know.” I blew out a slow breath as I considered it. “I think it’s a better alternative to someone from another pack crossing into our territory and not wanting to face our rules.”
There were five other packs we knew of. We had territories, and we stayed put. If we ever crossed into another pack’s territory, we had to let them know. It was a courtesy. And since we were on their land, it was pertinent to follow their rules. 
Only members of the Ironwood pack could cross into our territory without needing to announce themselves. Though they often did. The pack was nestled at the southern border of Washington. Our home was their home and vice versa. We shared pack rules. We came to each other’s aid if needed. 
The Stones were family friends while the Bakers were family acquaintances. We didn’t spend nearly as much time with the Stones as we did the Ironwoods, but the relationship was close. The Bakers were just busy. John Baker didn’t have kids until later in life. His daughters were eight, eleven, and twelve. The dynamics were different, and they often kept to themselves. If we needed them though, we knew we could reach out. 
It wasn’t the same with the other packs. The Lochlans were notorious for changing humans when the mood struck. They were the largest pack with members spread all over the world. They were notoriously violent, and we avoided them.
And the Kosmas… they were scary fuckers. We hadn’t had contact with the Kosmas in decades. They were withdrawn, secretive, and damn near off the grid in the bayou. Between spun tales of witchcraft, cannibalism, and human sacrifice to their ancient ancestors, I didn’t know what to expect from them. 
The opposition was out there, and I wanted it to stay out there. We didn’t need a pack war coming to Cedar Harbor. We were a family town. We weren’t made for that shit.
“Think we should be worried?” Sam’s voice cut through my thoughts. 
“I think we’d be stupid not to,” I whispered honestly. And I meant it. 





CHAPTER 19
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DECLAN






I sat in my truck, watching Sam drive away. The ache in my chest increased the longer I stayed there. Bearing the weight of the pack was overwhelming, and I barely scraped the tip of the iceberg on responsibilities. The more we got involved in the pack, the more that iceberg was going to grow. If I wasn’t careful, I’d give myself a damn heart attack before I turned forty. 
That thought scared the shit out of me. Mom was ever-vigilant in warning us about taking better care of ourselves. Since my dad had a heart attack, she wanted us all to assume we were at a higher risk of following suit. I didn’t blame her. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. I had a job to do. Many of them. 
Before I could call Finn, my phone dinged with a new message. The smile Raven’s name popping up evoked in me was natural. 
[image: image-placeholder]
The playful name was stupid, but fuck I liked it. 
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I chuckled as I read her message. Goddamn, she was adorable. 
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Boss… employee… boss… employee… 
Try as I might, repeating the words did nothing to stop the image of her sexy ass and long legs in a short skirt. Fucking flannel. I could guarantee she was a wet dream in a short skirt. 
Those were thoughts I didn’t need to entertain.
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I snorted, shaking my head. This woman. 
[image: image-placeholder]
She was certainly something. My grin only grew the longer we texted back and forth. I knew I needed to call my brother, but Raven was a welcome reprieve from the chaos in my life. She was easy to talk to. And the wit on this woman. It eased the pain in my chest. 
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What? I read the message once… twice… three times, and still, my brain couldn’t quite comprehend the words I was reading. I shut my eyes, my head tipping back against the headrest. 
This fucking woman didn’t like dogs. 
First off, who the hell didn’t like dogs?
Secondly, I was basically a dog. Wolf but still. Most people didn’t understand the differences and just assumed dogs and wolves were readily alike. 
I couldn’t begin to fathom what the hell to do with that notion. And fuck me if Sam ever found out. I’d never hear the end of it. 
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Lord help me, I was going to regret what I was about to suggest. I needed to put Raven in the same room as Ginny. The two women would be good for each other, but I also had a feeling that the world wasn’t ready for them to be in the same room together. 
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Please add it to my list of things to do. Like her house didn’t already have enough for me to do. Adding to my to-do list of shit in her house just meant I got to spend more time around her. 
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I laughed.
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I read the second half of the conversation again because I still couldn’t get past the fact that she didn’t like dogs. The woman was perfect, but that… well, that’d be an issue. It wasn’t something I had time to dwell on. As I pulled out of the parking lot, I called Finn. The first time he didn’t answer, which wasn’t a surprise. He notoriously screened calls and never answered anyone—even us—so I tried again. 
“Hello, hello!” Finn greeted cheerfully. “I’m naked and cooking dinner. What can I do for you?”
“Jesus Christ, Finn.” I shook my head. “What a fucking way to answer the phone.”
“At least I didn’t video call you back,” he said. Thank fuck he hadn’t. “Granted, that’d be a hell of an Only Fans. Cooking with Finn, the naked edition. Maybe I’ll capitalize on it.”
“Mom would be so proud,” I told him with a laugh. “You realize Sam is on his way home, right?”
I could only begin to imagine how Sam would feel about Finn doing anything naked in the kitchen. 
“Ah, so pants it is!” he exclaimed. “What do you need, Declan? I’m assuming you’re calling about the bear attack?”
“Fuck. Does everyone know already?”
“Word got around fast.” Finn sighed heavily. “Be honest, how bad is it?”
“Bad enough we all need to get together and talk about it,” I said honestly. “Friday night dinner, old house. But I had a question for you before that.”
“Hit me.”
“You’re still in with the teens, right?” 
“Do you know how old you sound saying that?” he demanded, laughing at me. I didn’t give a fuck. I was done trying to appease the younger pack members. I was too old for that shit anyway. It was easier to delegate that to Finn, who could easily talk to them. It was no secret that half the teenage girls had a crush on him, and the guys found him cool. It worked to our advantage. “Yes. The pack teens still think I’m the cool Byrne. Why? You don’t think one of them did this, do you?”
“I don’t know what to think,” I admitted. “I was curious if you knew of anything going on. Maybe one of them is having trouble with their wolf and doesn’t want to tell anyone? Or just rebelling?”
“Man…” He blew out a huff of air. “I mean, there’s a few that are their own version of angry over the whole ordeal, but you remember what it was like. Being a pup fucking sucks.”
“I don’t think any of them did this. The bite radius was too big for any of the pups we know of,” I explained. “No, what I’m wondering is do you think any of them would’ve turned someone and not told us?”
“Oh… that’s an equally crappy question,” Finn said. “Shit, Declan. I don’t think any of the pups would go out of their way to turn anyone.”
“That’s a good thing—”
“That being said,” he spoke over me. “Lacey’s been having a really hard time since she transitioned.”
I took a moment, trying to recall which one was Lacey. A short brunette with a hell of an attitude problem popped to mind—Matt and Nancy Carter’s daughter. 
“She was the late bloomer of the family, right?” I asked. The Carters had three boys beside Lacey. All the boys had gone through their first shift pretty early, but Lacey didn’t. “She had her first shift at fifteen, right? Had a hard time connecting with her wolf if I’m thinking of the right person. She and Matt spent what? Two years at the house trying to sort it out?”
“Yeah. She had to be pulled from school completely. Lost out on a college scholarship because of it. She’s real emotional about all of it.”
“Understandable.” The unpredictability of first shifts was fucking torture. I’d spent almost three weeks as a wolf after my first shift. I couldn’t figure out how to change back. Lucas had run away on his first shift. He went missing for almost six weeks before turning up in Canada. Mom damn near had a mental breakdown. 
“And then there’s her girlfriend,” he continued. “It’s her hard spot. With how hard her transition went, her parents made her cut ties with her girlfriend completely. Lacey didn’t take it well at all.”
“Do you think she would turn her girlfriend? Or out herself to the girlfriend?”
“I want to say no, Declan. I really do.” The hesitation in his tone said volumes. “But I can’t promise that. She knows the rules, but you know what it’s like to be a young kid and in love. You did some stupid shit to impress Maggie.”
I let out a sound of frustration. I did know. The shit I’d done as a teen to try to impress Maggie was a long list of things no one ever needed to bring up. 
“I think Lacey thinks this girl was the one and all that from the way she talks. Who knows? Maybe she was, but I can’t say what she would or wouldn’t do. I can tell you what I hope, and I can tell you that she’s been taught the rules. Outside of that, if you were looking at anyone who might out us or turn someone in town, it’d be Lacey, unfortunately.”
“Damn it,” I whispered. Dealing with pups was a sore spot for me. It drove me nuts. It was all high emotions, irrational thinking, and violent tendencies. Lack of impulse control versus rational thinking was a complicated issue. I didn’t have the best patience for it. 
“Do you want me to talk to her family?” Finn asked. 
“I don’t know. I really don’t. I can’t give you that answer. Let’s talk about it with Mom Friday and see what she thinks. I don’t know how to approach something like that without it becoming a big deal.”
“All right. I’ll make sure to bring it up, so you don’t have to,” he said. “Oh, hey! Who’s cooking dinner?”
“You are. Don’t you know you’re always on cooking duty?” I chuckled. The unspoken family rule was when cooking needed to be done, Finn was in charge. The kid was a damn good chef. It came naturally to him. He had a tendency to round us all up for dinner when he wanted to try out a new recipe. Meals with him were an adventure. There was no telling the shit he’d make. 
“Sweet! I know just what I’m making.” That didn’t surprise me. “I’ll see you later, Declan.”
“Put some pants on, Finn,” I told him and hung up. The ache in my chest had become a full-on pain, and I rubbed my palm over my heart as I drove through town. The conversation replayed over and over in my head. The implications of what Lacey might’ve done were rough. It opened us up to a lot of hard conversations. If she had done it, it had to be dealt with. If she hadn’t and we asked her about it, the retaliation from her or her parents could be tough. “Damn it.”
I hated pack politics. 
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I was completely bored. Sitting around thinking about Declan didn’t exactly qualify as an acceptable way to spend my time. His handsome face, his deep blue eyes, his full lips… his broad shoulders, his strong shoulders, his hands. Oh, those hands! What I wouldn’t give to have his hands all over my—
I shoved that thought promptly from my mind. 
Sure, teasing him and playfully flirting with him was fun. But, at the end of the day, Declan had been a one-night stand. A glorious one-night stand but still. He didn’t seem to reciprocate my interest. Not really. Either that, or he didn’t know what to do with me. That was also a very real possibility. 
No matter what the situation was with that hot man, I needed to get out and meet some people. I was here to stay, which meant I needed to get comfortable with the town and the people who lived there. Stacey had offered to introduce me to her group of friends, but I wasn’t sure I was ready for a night out with Stacey’s constant chatting. What if all her friends talked as much as she did? God, I wouldn’t know what to do with that. I was social but not that social. 
Taking Declan’s suggestion to walk Main Street, I clutched my wallet to my chest and visited every shop I came across. I chatted with the owners, introducing myself and inquiring about jobs. Everyone was so damn pleasant it was intoxicating. Jobs were offered on the spot, but none of them appealed to me. 
I didn’t need a job per se. Money wasn’t an issue. Liam had inherited his portion of his father’s company when we got married. He’d promptly turned around and had an iron-clad will drawn up on my behalf. With his death, I’d inherited his portion of the company including a position on the board. The will kept his father from kicking me out of whatever my husband inherited and earned. Liam had gone so far as to make sure that, in the event of his death, the monthly revenue I received would be passed down to my kids should I have them and so on. I’d thought he was silly at the time, but I appreciated it more now.
I was set for life. I didn’t want a position on the board and had given it to his father, but I kept the income despite how hard his father pushed for me to not receive it. It honestly gave me more money than I knew what to do with. Even after automatic charity donations monthly, it was still an obscene amount. So, whatever job I got, it was entirely to fill my schedule and ease my boredom. 
I was tempted to take a job at Monty’s simply because of Miles’s wholesome personality. I had nothing constructive to add to the business. Hell, I didn’t even know the importance of turning the power off before breaking into a wall. It was probably better for Miles if I didn’t take the offer.
The Treehouse was the last shop I visited—something I’d done on purpose. I didn’t read nearly as much as I’d liked, but I loved the feel of a new book. And the thought of watching Declan build me bookshelves just because I needed somewhere to put books enticed me. If I couldn’t fill my time with a job, books would come in handy until I could paint again. 
The homey shop was larger than I’d anticipated with row-after-row of books going in deep across the wide-open space. The carpet was plush with patchwork rugs while pillows were strewn in random places without care. The front offered circular tables to occupy while low-to-the-ground chairs offered seats scattered between shelves for private reading. The colors were muted and quiet, offering little visual chaos. Even the lighting was warm and soft, not at all abrasive to the eyes. The rich aroma of coffee clung to the air, and I sighed with appreciation. An expensive-looking coffee station offered the option for a fancy drink while a simple self-serve table offered quick access. There were stacked trays of pastries and wrapped sandwiches ready to take on the go. 
“I’ve died and gone to heaven,” I whispered, soaking in every inch of the bookstore. 
“No but close.” A man chuckled as he wandered out from between shelves. Tall and lanky, his t-shirt hung loose around his slim torso and his jeans slipped on his narrow hips. Wild and dark hair glinted with copper tones in the store light while not a single hair could be found on his sweet baby face. Thick-rimmed glasses did nothing to hide the incredibly dark tones of his midnight blue eyes. He was a stunning example of just how handsome a nerd could be. In his arms, a black and white cat matched him in thinness while its giant green eyes scrutinized me. The judgment from the cat was real. “I’ve tried hard to make sure the store is a welcoming reading environment. Why bother having a bookstore if people don’t want to stay and read for a while, right?”
“I think it’s a lovely idea,” I told him while he stepped closer. When I could, I scratched under the cat’s chin. Loud and happy rumbles were my reward. “And who is this happy fella?” 
“This is Sir Remington Alexander. Not Remi, never Alexander unless he’s in trouble, and always a Sir,” he said. “It’s the cat-stache.”
My goodness, that was a hell of a name.
“It is very regal.”
“And I’m Nolan Byrne.” Maneuvering the cat, he offered a hand I readily accepted. 
“Related to Declan Byrne?” I asked, though the answer was obvious. The eyes gave him away. Never had I seen eyes that color on anyone else.
“You know my brother?” He offered up a brilliant smile that was almost damn near sexual without him trying. Good God, what the hell were the Byrne boys made of? Charm, allure, and head-to-toe sex appeal? Were all six of them this goddamn gorgeous? Panty sales had to be at an all-time high in Cedar Harbor with them running around. They already had every woman’s lumberjack and nerd fantasy covered between Declan and Nolan. I couldn’t help but wonder what the rest of them did for a living. 
“He’s helping me fix up my house,” I told him. “It’s kind of a project house.”
“Oh, you bought the Brooklyn house, didn’t you?” Nolan asked. “I heard Kari sold it. You poor thing.”
Shit. Word did get around fast in a small town. Was there nothing better to do than gossip?
“I’m Raven.” I broke the silence, realizing we’d been staring at each other for far too long as I ran my own internal monologue. Awkward, Raven. His gaze drifted back to the cat lounging over his forearm. “Raven Woods.”
“Your parents had a sense of humor.”
“Yes, they did. My sister’s name is Wren.”
“That’s just mean.” He laughed. “So, what can I help you with, Raven? Are you settling in okay?” 
“Short of owning a major project house, it seems to be going okay,” I said honestly, shrugging. “I’m wandering and possibly looking for a job. I still have to hit the mill. I’m thinking I may suck it up and check out the docks, though—”
“Don’t do the docks! You’ll smell like fish for life!” a woman called out from behind a shelf. Her head popped out, leaning over a stack of books to smile at me. It was a friendly smile with her hazel eyes crinkling at the corners. Tight curls were stacked atop her head under a soft scrunchy with random spirals falling around her neck and cheeks. From her heart-shaped face to her thick lashes, she was stunning in an enviable way. I was confident in my appearance, but shit… this woman was a runway model gorgeous. Even her tawny skin was utterly flawless and made me want to ask her what her skin routine was. “The mill will have you smelling like sawdust but it’s Washington. Everything smells like woods and pine and water. Even the men.” 
“Saves money on cologne,” I replied with a grin.
“It does,” she agreed happily. “Don’t work for Sudsy.”
“No?” I frowned. I liked the old laundromat owner and had seriously considered taking him up on the full-time position he’d offered me. It seemed easy enough, and I could read or draw or whatever else struck my fancy in the meantime. “Why not?”
“Bleach. He uses bleach on everything. You’ll smell perpetually of bleach.” She groaned as she got to her feet and wiped her hands on her thighs before holding one out for me to shake. “Genevieve Byrne. You can call me Ginny. Just about everyone does. It’s nice to meet you.”
“Raven Woods.” I smiled and gestured between her and Nolan. “That’s really cute that you two are married and run a bookstore together.”
“Oh, no!” Nolan exclaimed. “No, no, no!”
“No, no!” Ginny giggled uncomfortably. Her cheeks flushed heavily while he continued to shake his head. “No… no, definitely not. Nolan’s just—”
“She’s my sister-in-law,” he interjected quickly. “Just… we’re family.”
Something sad crossed her face at the mention of family. It was fleeting, and she composed herself perfectly. 
“Have you met anyone in town?” Ginny asked. 
“I know Declan because he’s fixing my house,” I repeated. “I’ve met most of the shop owners down the street. I met Stacey because she did my hair—”
“Well, you’ll be adopted by Stacey,” she said knowingly. “Stacey may be the town gossip but she loves everyone. Sweetest girl you’ll meet.”
“She already invited me out for drinks with her friends.”
“Oh! You should come out with us!” Her burst of excitement startled me as she clapped her hands together happily and stepped closer. “It’s usually just me, Stacey, and Maggie. Occasionally Charlotte joins us and sometimes Ella depending on their schedules. We have a book club—”
“Wine and gossip,” Nolan scoffed. “Sometimes cheese.”
“Lots of cheese,” she retorted. “And we do karaoke nights—”
“Also known as beer and gossip,” he cut in once more. She glared at him, but he merely shrugged, unfazed. I smiled. I liked their dynamic. “What? You know I’m right.”
“Ignore him. I do.” Ginny waved him off. “We also do an all-girls day once a month—”
“Commonly known as they drink mimosas and gossip.” Nolan laughed, walking away. 
“Okay, we do that one,” she whispered, and I grinned. I liked her. She grabbed my hands with excitement. “You should come! It’s a small town. It gets boring if you don’t find people to spend time with. And! You should apply here! I’ve been doubling up my hours here and as the church secretary. We could use the help. He could use the help.”
“Hey! I manage just fine.” Nolan scowled. He set Sir Remington on the counter and let the cat wander as he ducked under the register. 
“He has five cats,” Ginny whispered. “Sir Remington is down here because he doesn’t get along with the others.”
“He’s getting better,” he called out while rummaging through papers. “The others are… a little tough to be around. Maxwell and Barry are thick as thieves and don’t like including others. I think it’s an age thing. They’re sitting pretty at thirteen years old. Grumpy old men for sure.” 
“Oh, they’re sweet!” she countered. I listened intently, utterly fascinated by their back and forth. “You don’t give them enough credit!”
“They’re grumpy, they’re old, I don’t know what more you want from me, woman. Found it!” He shot upright, startling Sir Remington. The cat hissed and swatted at him, claws and all. Nolan’s eyes narrowed, and he bared his teeth in a very animalistic way. How odd. It worked, though, as the cat’s ears flattened against his skull, and he laid down on the counter in submission. Nolan gave the cat a rewarding stroke head to tail. What the hell did I know about cats anyway to say what was weird or not? Nolan gave me his full attention. “Anyway, Maxwell and Barry are buddies. Wutherford and Dart are fat buddies and hardly do anything, but they do nothing together always.”
Okay, there was something adorable about all of that. But the names…
“You named your cats… Wutherford and Dart?” I stared at him as if he’d grown a second head. They were so ridiculous.
“I don’t name the cats,” Nolan replied with a hint of offense in his tone. “They name themselves. Barry used to be fast so that part was obvious, Maxwell used to dig through my coffee, and Wutherford is a fat white cat. It was the only name that stuck with him. Dart is D’Artagnan de Dumas but we call him Dart because that’s a mouthful. Sir Remington Alexander has a mustache, which made it obvious. They name themselves if you listen to them.”
He wasn’t helping his case.
“I promise, he’s quite adorable,” Ginny assured me softly, “and utterly harmless. He just really loves cats.”
“I do love cats,” he agreed. Coming around the side of the desk, he handed me a sheet of paper. “With Ginny gone, I could use the help. Honestly, I won’t even interview you. I’ve got a good feeling about you. But I do need your basic information for things like paying you, and you do need to like cats. They’re always around.”
“I love cats. I don’t like dogs,” I said. Ginny and Nolan shared a look—the kind of look where you know they had a secret—and chuckled. At least they weren’t deterred by my dog confession.
“I can’t imagine that’ll be a problem,” he stated. “I don’t know what your hours will be right now. Ginny and I have to go through her schedule, but I’m sure we can get you started soon.” 
“You know, the amount of people willing to hire me on the spot without looking into me is impressive,” I told him in earnest. “What if I was a serial killer?”
“Well, it’s just a part-time job.” Nolan shrugged. “You’ll have plenty of time to do whatever floats your boat.”
“What he means,” Ginny giggled, “is that it’s a small town. It’s kind of how things go around here.”
“What will I smell like?” I asked. 
“Books?” She arched her brow. “Coffee? Maybe cats.”
Two out of the three sounded divine. But I could get used to the cat part. Growing up, I hadn’t been allowed pets for medical reasons. The idea of being around something soft, small, and cuddly excited me. I just wasn’t sure I wanted to smell like him. 
“Definitely cats if Sir Remington starts spending more time down here,” Nolan said. “He seems to like being carted around.” 
“Not that you’re required to carry him around,” Ginny cut in quickly with an annoyed glare thrown in his direction. “That’s purely a Nolan thing.” 
“Can I draw if my work’s all done?” I asked. 
“I don’t see why not.” He frowned as he thought about it. “I mean, don’t draw on the books.”
“Oh, stop that!” She playfully smacked him in the chest, scolding him. “She wouldn’t draw on the books!”
I mean… I only drew in books. They called it a sketchbook for a reason.
“I don’t know that!” Nolan exclaimed. “She’s joking about being a serial killer! What if she defiles books? That’s way worse!” 
“I promise I’ll only draw on books designated to be drawn in,” I said with a smile. “I want the job. Can I bring this by later?”
“Job will be here when you’re ready—” A loud crash from above was followed by the tinkling of breaking glass. My gaze followed theirs to stare at the ceiling. “Goddamnit, Dart! Excuse me.”
Nolan rushed to the back of the store, bursting straight through the door and vanishing. 
“He lives upstairs,” Ginny explained. “You’ll love working here. It’s quiet most days, and most people come in for some food and a few minutes of silence. The Treehouse kind of has a reputation as a relaxing safe space. Nolan lets people read and rent books if they can’t afford to buy them.”
“How does he keep the store open if he does that?” While it was a completely wonderful idea, it seemed like a hard way to keep any business running. Ginny leaned against the desk, folding her arms over her chest as she glanced at the back door.
“Don’t tell anyone I said this,” she began softly, immediately piquing my interest, “but he has a very lucrative online business as a model.”
“Are you saying he’s a webcam model?” My eyes widened. Talk about a small-town scandal. Not that he didn’t have the look for it, but I wasn’t expecting it. 
“He has a very large, very rich clientele—”
“Stop telling lies! This is how rumors start, woman!” Nolan bellowed from upstairs. The sheer volume of him made me gasp while she fell into a fit of giggles. “I made some good stock investments! Good God!” 
“The walls are thin,” Ginny revealed. “I like messing with him.”
“I can tell,” I whispered.
“He runs an online bookstore and has quite a lucrative career writing serialized fiction. He writes these ridiculously cheesy shifter romances. Women eat the stories right up.”
Ladies loved smut. It was me. I loved smut. I smiled to myself. 
“Really? Does he have any in the store?” The idea of Nolan Byrne as a smut novelist was fascinating. I wanted to know what he wrote. 
“He does!” Ginny grinned happily and dragged me by the hand toward the romance section of the store. She plucked a book out by memory, holding the shirtless guy out for me to see. “He also does freelance graphic design for most of the town. He even makes his own covers.”
“Has he ever used Declan as a model?” His wall of a chest on a book would definitely sell. I’d never take back what I said. The man was built like the cover of a romance novel. And I’d buy every damn book. 
“No, but he should,” she scoffed. “God, Declan would lose his shit at the suggestion. I kind of want to pester Nolan into asking him.” 
I had a feeling that conversation wouldn’t go over well. I’d pay to see it go down though. 
“Here,” Ginny dumped a stack of man-chest books in my arms, “take these. They’re on us. The Treehouse is his baby. He loves books. He always has. And small-town life sucks for books. Our library is half a bookshelf in the post office. Doing this, he can share books with everyone.”
“That’s really sweet,” I said. “I can—”
“What lies is she telling you?” Nolan demanded, breezing through the door quickly. For such a nerdy man, he had a powerful presence about him as he moved about. Ginny gave him a cheesy grin.
“Only all the horrible things about you.”
“They’re all terrible,” I agreed, playing along with a giant smile. 
“Go show her around town.” He waved dramatically to the door and ushered us out. “Show her the important things. Make a friend. Get out of my hair, get off my lawn, yada yada.”
“Grumpy old man.” She stuck her tongue out at him but looped her arm through mine. “Come on. I’ll teach you some secrets.”
“Thanks for the books, Nolan!” I shouted over my shoulder. 
“You’re welcome,” he replied. “Just pass them along when you’re done with them.”
“I will,” I promised. And I would. The Treehouse was about to be my favorite place. I just knew it.  
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“So,” Ginny said as I shut the door to my car. There was no way I could wander Cedar Harbor with an armful of books. Her arm linked through mine when I was free. “While Sudsy’s will always smell like bleach, you can’t go wrong getting your stuff dry cleaned there. He’s beyond pro at what he does. He also does garment preservations and small tailoring jobs.”
“By himself?” My eyes widened. Carl Malone, also known as Suds of Sudsy’s, had to be pushing eighty. His hands were stiff and knobby, not at all conducive to using a needle. “How?”
“He says it’s a secret,” she replied. “Though, I’m pretty sure he has a girlfriend who does it for him. I think he’s dating Mrs. Gardner. She’s not even sixty yet.”
“The scandal!” I exclaimed. I faked a gasp and pressed a hand to my sternum. “The audacity!”
“I know!” She giggled. Talking with Ginny was easy. She was warm and breezy, openly inviting to whatever I threw her way as we wandered past each shop. She showed me all the little things I’d missed the first time around like how to order special donuts from the diner and the best ice cream to get at Frankie’s. She showed me where the best parking spots were and where the expensive chocolates were hidden at the food mart. She also loaded me up with phone numbers and business cards, so I could call anyone I needed for anything. It was so much better and way more entertaining than walking around town alone. 
“In all seriousness,” Ginny exhaled slowly, “Cedar Harbor is fantastic. I think you’ll love small-town life. It’s quiet and personable. People care here, you know.”
“Have you lived here your whole life?” 
“Born and raised. I went away to college for a year, but I didn’t like it. I didn’t like being away from my boyfriend, I didn’t like who I was in the big city, and I didn’t like who other people were either. It’s not like living here, you know?”
“It’s not,” I agreed. City life had so much more to offer in the way of shops and entertainment, but it had nothing on small-town life. My neighbors in New York were such assholes. So busy in the bustle of everything that even the idea of saying hello in the hall was off-putting. In Chicago, everyone just did their own thing and kept to themselves. And Florida… we just avoided the crazies in Florida. Cedar Harbor was a refreshing reprieve. I liked the fresh air without the lingering smell of oil and gas and garbage. And the stars! I couldn’t remember the last time I could just hang out in my backyard and look at the stars. Scratch that. I’d never been able to do that. “Were you dating one of the Byrnes then?” 
Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have asked. But the Byrnes had my interest. And it wasn’t just because of Declan. Admittedly, it was mostly because of him. The way everyone talked about them fascinated me. They were like this little clique of small-town celebrities, and for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why. I’d learned they were a founding family, but that hardly warranted so much interest in my opinion. If Declan and Nolan were any indications, they were all probably ridiculously hot in a way that was unfair to women everywhere. How were we supposed to get anything done when they were walking around looking the way they did? 
I also had a hard time imagining someone as sweet as Declan could be single. The longer he talked, the more of a well-rounded and incredible man he became. Some woman somewhere must’ve snatched him up. So, did I sleep with someone’s husband? Someone’s fiancé? Boyfriend?
I didn’t want to be that woman, especially in a town where gossip was a legitimate pastime. I poked around for answers with coyly placed questions for anyone willing to answer. Admittedly, everyone was willing to talk. But it only solidified what a genuinely good guy Declan was. He was practically Superman in a tool belt. 
So, what was the man’s flaw? There had to be something.
“I was with Killian Byrne at the time,” Ginny said, her cheerful demeanor vanishing. Killian Byrne, the one we weren’t supposed to talk about. “We started dating the summer before our sophomore year.”
“That’s a long time to be together.”
“It seemed like forever,” she whispered. My gut told me I was picking at something she didn’t want to talk about and decided to not push it. Ginny let out a heavy sigh. “He’s gone though.”
Oh. My heart sank. How many times had I used the phrase ‘he’s gone’ to avoid saying Liam had died? I squeezed her arm tight. 
“It’s okay,” I told her. I plucked from the many pieces of advice I’d received after Liam’s death. “I don’t need to know what or when it happened or how you’re grieving but don’t forget to let yourself move forward at some point. It’s what he’d want.”
“What?” She frowned. “Oh! Oh, no! It’s not like that. Nothing like that. We just fell apart, and he left Cedar Harbor. We’ve been divorced for three years.” 
It must’ve been a crappy breakup for him to completely leave Cedar Harbor. I let out a quiet sound of understanding. Truthfully, I felt stupid for running at the mouth without knowing the whole situation. Talk about wanting someone who understood what I was going through. 
“I couldn’t imagine being a widow at thirty-one,” Ginny continued, chatting rapidly as if trying to fill the awkward silence. “It sounds like it’d be miserable, especially so young. Killian leaving was hard enough, but I can’t imagine if he’d died instead, you know? Can you even imagine that?”
I blew out a huff of air. Yes, yes, I could. But could I say the words out loud? A part of me felt like I should because she was indulging her relationship secrets. Didn’t I owe her the same?
“Actually. I can. And it sucks,” I told her quietly. A lump lodged its way into my throat, and I couldn’t say more. Stupid emotions.
Ginny stopped abruptly on the sidewalk and used her momentum to turn me. I stared at her, watching the understanding in her expression transition into sadness and then to pity. There it was. I hated the pity so goddamn much. I’d spent enough months pitying myself. I didn’t want other people to do it, either. 
“I’m so sorry! I shouldn’t have said that! I had no idea—”
“How could you?” I interrupted, snuffing out the flash of anger that look of pity always incited in me. “It’s not like I said anything about it.” 
“I know, but…” She pulled her lower lip between her teeth and chewed on it frantically. “I’m sorry. I really am. That was insensitive.”
“I’m not mad. I’m working on moving forward, working through it all. It was a year and a half ago. I can answer questions sometimes now. Just… no pity, please. I can’t do the pity thing,” I said. “It makes me want to throttle people. I know I’m pathetic at thirty-one. I don’t need reminding.”
“Oh, you’re not pathetic,” she replied. She slung her arm through mine once more. “Or we can be pathetic together if you want. Partners in patheticness.”
“We might have to work on the name.”  
“And I’ll always be here to listen if you need someone. I can bring wine. Or vodka. Or chocolate and cheese… really, whatever you want. Listening is my superpower.”
“I’d ask for a refund,” I commented. “That’s a crappy superpower. I’d ask for something like flight or something. Something useful!”
“You sound like Nolan,” Ginny scoffed. She fell easily into changing the conversation, and I followed her willingly. “He said he’d want telekinetic projection or something. I don’t know. It changes by the week. It’s a literal conversation with him. Give me your phone.”
“Okay.” I handed it over without question after putting in my passcode. I waited patiently as she put in her phone number. “Also, he has the right idea, you know. You never know what superpower you might need one week compared to the next.”
“You’ll do just fine at the bookstore if you’re into superheroes.”
“I don’t think I’d say I’m into them,” I stated. “But my little sister went through a superhero phase, and I had to learn fast to keep up with her. It all kind of stuck with me.”
“How old’s your sister?” she asked as she gave back my phone. “I have one. She’s four years younger.”
“Mine’s ten years younger. Wren’s still in her fresh twenty-one phase of life. I know I need to let her figure out herself, but man, I want to wrap her in bubble wrap and lock her in a room until she gains common sense.”
“I can’t begin to imagine.” Ginny shook her head. “No, Gabby is enough of a handful now. I don’t want to go back to her twenty-one phase. Granted, I feel like the small-town twenty-one phase is different from the city twenty-one phase. Can’t decide which would be worse.”
“Want to get lunch and debate it?” 
“Lunch, yes. Remembering what it was like to be young and stupid, we can pretend that didn’t happen,” she retorted with a laugh. “Oh! Let’s go to the diner. You have to try the BLT! They have this secret glaze they put on the bacon that’s to die for. You do eat bacon, right?”
“Are there people who don’t eat bacon?” I asked, feigning my distress.
“Oh, don’t get Stacey started on bacon,” Ginny replied. “She has a whole thing about it.”
“Animal life?”
“Nope. The inconsistency of thickness in slices and the betrayal of a butcher in Olympia.”
What?
“Can you tell me the story over bacon?” I demanded. “I need to know that story.”
“Done deal!” she exclaimed. Arm in arm, we made our way to the diner for what I hoped would be the first of many adventures with Ginny. 
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Mom had two houses: the pack house and the house she raised us six boys in away from the pack—the one she and my dad had built together. She’d gotten backlash for the decision considering we were taking over the pack one day. The pack was entitled to constant access to us. To help mold us, shape us, and raise us. But Mom believed otherwise. She felt we needed privacy and space to figure ourselves out. Even after we all moved out and she’d moved into the pack house to be accessible to the pack, she kept our childhood home. 
It was a place out of time, a place filled with memories of six rowdy boys growing into six mostly adjusted adults. There were cracks and painted-over holes, windows that had been replaced more times than I could remember, a ceiling fan missing one blade, and six height charts on doorways to document how tall we’d grown each year on our birthday. Our rooms were still the same, decorated time capsules of our wildly different personalities. It was a place we could come home to if we ever needed it. 
And we did. 
All of us. 
We were never afraid to come home to Mom if life got too crappy, too hard, or we needed a break. She always met us here, arms open and ears ready to listen. 
Barreling at breakneck speed out of the forest and through the backyard, two wolves veered toward the open door. One had fur the color of the night while the other had a coat that shimmered deep copper in the setting sun. I leaned back in my chair as I studied Nolan. With his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth, he looked more like a derpy dog than an intimidating wolf. He was huge, something that had taken us all by surprise. Our wolves varied in size with no rhyme or reason as to why. We were all larger than gray wolves by a good foot or two. Nolan, however, made us all look small. My wolf was the closest to competing in height and length, but even then, he still dwarfed me. 
Whatever killed that grizzly was bigger than Nolan. Fuck. That notion made my blood run cold. My wolf bristled in anticipation, hating the idea as much as I did. A familiar growl rumbled deep in my chest and vibrated against the dull ache that had been there for the better part of the day. 
Just before both wolves hit the back door, they shifted fast and flawlessly. Both young men charged naked into the house, laughing and panting. 
“I win again!” Finn shouted and double-punched the air in his excitement. He was damn near the spitting image of Sam. His dark hair was shorter, and his spotty beard was longer than Sam’s stubble. His tell-all Byrne midnight blue eyes were happier and less haunted than his brothers, and his entire demeanor was carefree. 
“Yeah, yeah. I let you win, fucker,” Nolan retorted with a smirk. Tall and lanky, Nolan wasn’t built like the rest of Maeve Byrne’s boys. He couldn’t grow a beard for the life of him while his hair had more copper than auburn. He may have been the youngest, but he was ages older than the rest of us as far as his soul was concerned. He hopped around as he shimmied into his jeans and demanded, “Who took my glasses?”
“No one took your glasses,” Sam said, walking through the front door. Late as always. “You probably lost them.”
Nolan muttered to himself as he patted down the old couches and moved shit around on the tables. Unlike the rest of us, he wore glasses. It was always curious as to whether or not his poor vision affected his wolf. He never gave us a straight answer to the question, but I was banking on it.
“Oh! Hey! Never mind!” Nolan exclaimed. “Found them on the floor.”
“You should put a clapper on your glasses at the rate you lose them,” Lucas commented from the kitchen with a laugh. His dark hair was uncontrollably long and messy, his beard was in desperate need of taming, and the bags under his eyes were prominent. As a firefighter who rotated between three towns, his hours were long, and he was prone to a wickedly weird sleep schedule. I couldn’t remember the last time he actually slept at night. 
It was nice to have them all in the same house, loud and rowdy as always. Still, a twinge of sadness settled in my chest as one of us hadn’t been home in over three years. I missed having Killian’s antics around.
“He’d probably forget he did that too,” Sam said. His voice pulled me from my own musings. 
“Remember when we used to take the lenses out of his glasses?” I asked, chuckling. 
“Explicitly,” Nolan snapped. “It was horrible.”
“It was funny,” Lucas replied. 
“What happened to your face?” Sam demanded as he dropped down at the table with me. He gestured in my direction. “The wild mountain man is gone.”
I groaned and ran a hand over the significantly shorter beard on my face. I’d hoped we could go without him making a comment, but I should’ve known better. Sam was always first to point that kind of shit out. I wasn’t about to tell him I’d clipped it short and neat to my face in light of a certain chaotic blonde not liking it. Whether she noticed or not, that was a different story.
“How’d it look out there, you two?” I changed the topic. We didn’t need to talk about the way Raven had me getting rid of a beard I’d had for six years just because I’d overheard her talk about not liking it. That was information they didn’t need. 
I leveled my stare on Nolan and Finn, waiting for an answer. I’d sent them out into the woods to scout for any information the authorities had missed regarding the grizzly bear. Hopefully, they’d found something that could give us an idea as to what we were dealing with. 
“You said it was a grizzly?” Finn asked. 
“Yeah.”
“That’d explain that?” Nolan replied, joining us at the table. 
“You want to elaborate on that?” Sam prompted. 
“It was rough out there,” he said. “Though, it wasn’t nearly as close to town as Connor made it seem.” 
“That’s a good thing,” I replied. Thank fuck. At least we had one good thing going for us in this whole mess. “We can work with that.”
“It still looked like a fucking tornado went through there, though,” Finn countered. He joined Lucas in the kitchen, quickly taking over. The dinner he’d planned was simple enough for Lucas to keep up with while he and Nolan did their run. 
“What do you mean?” Sam asked.
“Trees snapped in half, bushes ripped up, and so on. It was a fucking mess.”
“Could the truck have done that when they moved the body to the vet?” Please say yes. I hoped to hell he’d say yes. The unease coursing through me made my chest ache harder. 
“If the driver was crappy,” Nolan shrugged, “and didn’t know what he was doing, maybe. But that’s a big maybe.”
“He means no,” Finn interjected. 
“How big were the bite marks?” Lucas leaned against the kitchen doorframe, doing his best to be a part of the conversation when he obviously didn’t want to be. He had no real interest in pack politics. I didn’t blame him most days. He’d do what he had to, but his heart wasn’t in it. 
“Bigger than Nolan’s,” I told them. 
“Damn, boy!” Finn exclaimed. “You’ve got competition!”
“Stop that,” Sam snapped. “This isn’t a competition. This shit is serious. It’s already going around the town.”
“So, what you’re saying is, we’re fucked,” Lucas commented. His head tilted back against the frame, his eyes slipping shut. If we weren’t concise tonight, that kid would fall asleep on us.
“No one is fucked,” I said. “It’s an ongoing situation we’re trying to figure out. It’s better not to get ahead of ourselves until we have all the facts.”
“Speaking of all the facts,” Sam began with a wicked grin, “did Dec tell anyone else he hooked up with a woman—”
“No!” I interrupted as I choked on my own spit. Fuck me. There was no need now or ever for Sam to bring up Raven in front of them. If they knew, they’d never let it go. Merciless little shits. 
“Oh, we definitely didn’t get that story,” Lucas replied.
“I hate you,” I muttered, glaring at Sam. His dark eyes held zero remorse, only amusement. Laugh it up, shithead. Payback would be a bitch when I figured it out. 
“Please, Declan,” Nolan teased, “do tell us this story.”
“We’re hanging on the edge of our seats,” Finn agreed.
“You’re not even sitting,” I shot back as I glanced into the kitchen at him.
“Do we need beer for this story?” he asked instead.
“Fuck, I might,” I grumbled under my breath. Running a hand through my hair, I blew out a frustrated breath of air. There was no getting out of this. I either told them right then and there or they’d bug the shit out of me for weeks until I caved. It’d be ten times worse if I caved. Glaring at Sam, I reiterated strongly, “I hate you.”
“Tell them the story, Dec,” Sam encouraged. God, he enjoyed this shit too much. 
“I met a woman at Jimmy’s on New Year’s Eve, spent the night at her motel, end of story,” I stated as I kept out as many details as possible. Finn and Nolan groaned loudly. They could shove it. I was too busy staring Sam down as if challenging him to say more, which was my biggest mistake because he called my bluff.
“Oh, but that’s not the end of the story, is it?” he replied dramatically. 
“It’s a boring story if it is,” Finn retorted.
“That’s the end of the story,” I snapped, my tone harsh. “It’s very much the end of the story, Sam.” 
It wasn’t that I was opposed to my brothers knowing about Raven—eventually, they’d meet her. The problem was, I wanted to get to know her first. I wanted to figure out if there was going to even be something beyond the boss-employee dynamic or if I was the only one with any interest. The woman occupied my mind dawn-to-dusk. Everything about her got under my skin: how her nose crinkled when she smiled, how her laughter made my heart beat faster, the natural playfulness in her personality, her fierce independence… all of it. The past few days had been weirdly miserable not seeing her or talking to her. Something about that meant something. 
I didn’t need their input on any of that. And their version of help never helped.
“You know the Brooklyn house?” Sam asked without hesitation. 
“I fucking hate you,” I repeated shamelessly. 
“Aren’t you supposed to be working on the Brooklyn house?” Lucas frowned. 
“How the fuck do you even know that?” I demanded. 
“Stacey.”
“That woman and her goddamn tongue,” I grumbled. I knew Lucas kept his thing going with Stacey because the woman did nothing but talked. If there was something to be known in Cedar Harbor, Stacey knew it. It worked out well for the pack. It gave us insight as to what people were thinking about members or incidents that needed addressing. 
“She’s really good with that tongue,” Lucas said. 
“We all know what you do,” Finn replied. He gestured in my direction with a spoon. “This is new. I want to know what this is. Come back to the Brooklyn house.”
“She’s the new owner of the Brooklyn house,” I muttered. 
“She’s the new owner of the Brooklyn house,” Sam repeated louder for me, drawing out the sentence in utter amusement. My head dropped into my hand as I listened to my brother’s laugh. Lucas clapped a hand on my shoulder, shaking me hard. 
“You suck at hookups,” Lucas pointed out. “You leave them, Declan! You don’t let them hire you.”
“It’s not like I knew!” I protested. “I was two hours away!”
“She’s really sweet,” Nolan commented. My gaze snapped up, and he merely shrugged.
“You know her?” Sam asked. 
“Yeah, I—”
“Tell us everything!” Finn interjected as he popped out of the kitchen. “Don’t leave anything out.”
“Okay—”
“Is she hot?” Lucas interrupted. “I feel like Declan—”
“Do not finish that sentence,” I growled, pointing at him. Lucas had far different standards on women and had an opinion on what the rest of us were into. There was no way in hell I’d let him say a damn thing about Raven. 
“Does anyone want to hear what I have to say?” Nolan asked. His gaze drifted around the room expectantly, and I nodded for him to continue. Stupid as it might be, I was desperate to hear what he had to say.”
“She came into The Treehouse looking for a job. Ginny’s been spending way too much time going back and forth between the church and the store, so I could use the extra help—”
“We don’t give a fuck about the store, Nolan,” Sam said over him. “What’s she like?” 
“Like… this tall,” his hand slid up and down as he tried to gauge her height, “blonde hair, brown eyes, real pretty face—I didn’t hit on her, I swear.”
“I didn’t say shit,” I snapped but knew I was scowling, nonetheless. He didn’t need to notice she had a pretty face. Sam and Lucas were laughing, and Finn was grinning stupidly. 
“This has romance novel written all over it,” Nolan added in with that stupid smile of his. Fuck, the kid was going to write this at some point. I just knew it. “Are you asking her out? Please say you’re asking her out.”
“He’s going to ask her out,” Finn said.
“No, I’m not,” I dismissed quickly. 
“Why not?” he asked. “She’s probably single—”
“She’s my boss!”
“That doesn’t matter. You already fucked your boss,” Lucas retorted. “How drunk were you?”
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Why did we have to do this? 
“It’s you. You had to be drunk to do it.”
“Boy’s got a point,’ Sam agreed, nodding. “You’re a respectable softie at heart. You needed to be drunk to have sex with her, didn’t you?”
Oh, Jesus fuck. I didn’t want to have this conversation.
“That makes the whole story way less romantic,” Nolan stated. “Real but less romantic.” 
“I think the whole point is,” Finn began over them. The shit-eating grin on his face made me anxious. The kid was plotting something that I wanted absolutely no part of. “The Brooklyn house is a fucking disaster. Declan will need help fixing it up.”
“No! No, I don’t!” I cut in strongly. Fuck. I didn’t need a peanut gallery. 
“I volunteer.” Lucas raised his hand. “I’ll help between shifts.”
“Same but after cafe hours,” Nolan replied. “Besides, Raven and I are practically friends now. It’d be wrong of me not to help.”
“Oh, I’m there, but I’m not doing shit,” Sam said. 
“I’m good for moral support only.” Finn held up his hands and wiggled his fingers. “These hands weren’t made for hard work.”
I glared. It was about all I could do. Exactly how many of them could I get away with murdering before Mom got too upset? She had to have favorites. 
“Oh, come on!” Lucas gave me a playful shake. “We’d be loads of help. We have all the stories to make the job pass.”
“You have no fucking stories,” I shot back. And that was why I didn’t want them anywhere near her. I’d figured Ginny and Raven would be fast friends, but her getting a job with Nolan I wasn’t ready for. Granted, for all his talk, Nolan kept private about everything. He joked, but he wouldn’t say anything. 
“Do you remember the first time Declan picked up an ax?” Finn teased and incited a round of laughs. Where was a rock to crawl under when I needed it? Coming out of the kitchen, he plopped a tray of dinner rolls on the middle of the table. They were down less than a second before a handful of them were grabbed with a wide range of swearing and painful hissing. “They’re hot, you fuckers!”
“You know, now her comment in the store to Ginny is ten times funnier,” Nolan said as he stabbed a roll with his fork. 
“Do I even want to hear this?” I grumbled. 
“I want to hear this,” Sam replied happily. God, he was getting too much entertainment out of all this.
“I was upstairs, but there was a comment about how I should use you as a cover model.” Nolan’s smile widened with every word of that damn sentence. Fucking kid. There was no need to bring that up. 
The unanimous uproar of excitement filled the room. In one sweeping moment, the four of them started planning a fucking photoshoot that involved me shirtless in flannel with a fucking ax. Sam was damn near crying as he howled with laughter, Nolan was already plotting a book about a hopeless lumberjack secretly screwing his boss, and Finn and Lucas were picking out locations to take my picture. 
While normally I wouldn’t trade these shitheads for the world, there was a definite thought of selling all of them to the fucking circus as wolves and being done with them. Not that I’d do it. I liked these idiots too much for that shit, even if they were annoying as fuck.
“What the hell is this? Roast Declan hour?” I demanded. Crossing my arms, I leaned back in my chair. “You fuckers are shameless. You forget I have shit on all of you, too. Jesus fucking—”
“Watch your language in my house, young man,” Mom chastised as she swept through the door with a giant pie settled on one arm. The smile she gave me didn’t match the hard glare she settled on me. I cringed. Damn it.
“I’m sorry, Mom,” I said. Nothing like Mom catching me swearing up a storm to sober up a pissed-off mood. 
“Thank you, honey.” She paused, glancing over her shoulder at the front drive. The next words out of her mouth were enough to bring an end to our shenanigans. “Wrap it up, boys. We have pack business to attend to.” 





CHAPTER 23
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DECLAN






There was a reason Mom had paused in the doorway. She wasn’t alone. She’d brought most of her council with her: Silvia Taylor, David White, and Natalie Harris. Unless he was coming by later, Alexander Walker wasn’t joining us, which didn’t surprise me. The man always seemed to be doing something.
My brothers and I glanced at one another. We weren’t expecting them. Their presence changed the conversation dynamic. It made everything more official. We’d be under more scrutiny as we dealt with this situation. My stomach rolled nauseously. I wasn’t ready for this.
Sylvia Taylor was the epitome of a little old lady with her long white hair coiled neatly in a bun and her swimming blue eyes nestled between heavy crow’s feet. She always wore the same kind of high-collared sweater with a pair of pressed pants. She was sweet, she was feisty, and she wasn’t opposed to hitting someone with her cane. Us Byrne boys knew that one all too well. 
Natalie Harris was a brilliant mind, a lawyer with a long backstory with a long history in mitigation and public service. When she walked into a room, all eyes turned to her. The gorgeous tones in her bronze skin complimented the deep tones in her wild chocolate hair. She was tall, curvaceous, and the first woman I’d ever had a crush on, something no one ever needed to know about either. 
David White was a childhood friend of our dad’s. They’d grown up together and been inseparable. In his absence, David had stepped up to help Mom however he could. In recent years, I wasn’t oblivious to the extra time he spent with Mom, but I wasn’t about to say anything. She deserved someone to make her happy, even if it was David with his overly bushy brows. She smiled more with him around, which was all that mattered. 
“Boys, make some room,” Mom ordered while heading straight for the kitchen. Finn followed to help pull together dinner plates. Sam and I made quick work of shuffling around what chairs we had, and Nolan and Lucas tracked down extras in the garage. The dining table wasn’t meant for nine people, but we’d find a way to make everyone fit.
“I could sit in your lap,” Sam teased. 
“Bite me,” I muttered under my breath, stifling a grin. Natalie clicked her tongue at me and laughed. I glanced up at her, my ears burning with embarrassment. “Sorry.” 
“You’re all grown up,” she replied. I pulled out my chair for her while dragging over a folding chair for me to sit in. 
It took nearly fifteen minutes for the nine of us to figure out how to cram ourselves around the table with plates, food, and drinks spread out everywhere possible. Each time I moved, Sam nudged my elbow, and I had to be careful that I didn’t take out Lucas on my other side. 
Note to self: get a bigger table and better chairs for future secret pack pow-wows. I was too big for this shit. 
“Okay!” Mom clapped her hands together. “We’re here to help you, not do the work for you.”
“Why don’t you boys tell us what you know?” David suggested. “Bring us up to speed on what you know is going on.”
In one collective movement, all eyes in the room were on me. Fuck. I cleared my throat and did my best to sound together. I knew my brothers were bound to put me first. I was the oldest, so why wouldn’t they? Still, I wasn’t ready for it. 
“I received a call from Connor earlier this week about a dead grizzly in the woods outside of town,” I said. “He said a wolf had attacked it, so Sam and I checked it out after work.”
“The bite on whatever killed this bear was huge,” Sam chimed in. Oh, thank God. He fussed with a toothpick between his teeth as he glanced at me. At least he got it. Neither of us wanted to do this shit alone. “The bite radius was bigger than Nolan’s.” 
“That’s pretty dang big,” Sylvia commented with a poor attempt at a whistle. I pressed my lips together and held back a chuckle. I was still within hitting distance of that woman’s cane. I knew better than to laugh at her. 
“Yes, it is,” I agreed. “According to Connor, whatever did this, it didn’t eat the bear. It tore it apart for sport or something. Anyway, Nolan and Finn checked out the area where the bear was found.”
“It wasn’t nearly as close to town as Connor led them to believe,” Nolan said. “Which is a good thing, but—”
“But whatever the hell killed it made a fucking mess,” Finn continued quickly. 
“Language,” Mom chastised. I swear we never learned. Mom hadn’t allowed cursing in her house since the day I was born, yet here we were. It was the number one thing she always called us out on. 
“Sorry, Mom.” He ducked his head to avoid her not-so-subtle glare. “It was big, it was messy, and it had no issue taking out a full-sized grizzly.”
“As far as townspeople, I talked to Stacey,” Lucas chimed in with a cocky grin. Son of a bitch, the boy was going to run his mouth. I could just feel it. 
“Behave,” I muttered under my breath. 
“As far as I can tell,” he spoke over me, “the only thing the people know is that a bear ended up dead. The size is relative to how dramatic people want to be, and what killed it is completely up in the air. She’s heard everything from Bigfoot to a pack of mutant wolves.”
I scoffed. At least the dramatic curiosity of the people of Cedar Harbor led to obscure thoughts. 
“How scared are they?” Sylvia asked. 
“Still more scared of the Brooklyn house hauntings than anything else,” Lucas replied. The mention of the Brooklyn house incited a round of laughter from my brothers. I wasn’t impressed. 
“Enough,” I snapped, my tone harsher than I intended it to be, but they annoyed me. There was a time and place for everything. This certainly wasn’t the time or place. And I didn’t need Mom to catch wind of Raven. 
“Is there something we should know?” Natalie arched a brow curiously. 
“Nothing pertinent to the issue at hand.” I shook my head adamantly. “Nothing at all.”
“So, what do we do?” Sam leaned back in his chair and opened his hands as if inviting anyone to toss out their answers. “What should we do?” 
“What do you think you should do?” Mom countered. I groaned as my brothers once again looked at me for a response. 
“Why are you looking at me?” I demanded. “You guys can come up with answers too. We’re supposed to be a team.” 
“But you have leader written all over that ugly face of yours,” Sam retorted. 
“A face made for a book cover you could say,” Nolan teased. Finn burst out laughing and slapped him hard on the back while Lucas grinned deviously. 
Ah, fuck me sideways. I was going to kill them all. While I knew they’d never explicitly say anything, I could tell from the way Mom watched me that her interest had been piqued. That felt worse.  
“You have that whole head of household thing going for you,” Lucas agreed. 
“Yeah,” Finn began, “if that household was the Brooklyn house.”
Fuckers.
“What we’re going to do,” I began loudly over them, “is call a pack meeting. We need to clue them in first and foremost. It’s no doubt that at this point everyone has heard about it. We need to get ahead of it, and we need to know if anyone in the pack knows anything about what’s going on. The easiest option is Sunday night because we know we can get everyone there. We also should try to have a conversation with Lacey and her parents, but I feel like none of us are qualified to have that conversation. Listen, maybe. But have the actual conversation… I don’t think so.”
“Why?” Mom frowned. 
“Lacey Carter?” David asked. 
“Yes,” Finn said. “Declan and I had the conversation about the possibility that someone younger in the pack might've changed a human without permission.”
“That’s a big accusation,” David replied. 
“I know.” Finn nodded. “And I’m not saying it is her. I only said that if any of the younger pack members would, she’d be it. With how difficult her shifting has been, her parents made her cut out her girlfriend completely. She also lost out on a scholarship to go to college. She’s miserable.”
“That’s the first I’ve heard of any of this,” Mom stated. From the expression on her face, the news bothered her. It wasn’t surprising. She tried her best to take care of the whole pack. This was a big piece of information to miss. 
“I think Matt and Nancy are trying their best to keep going,” I told her. “I think it’s probably taken a bigger toll on the whole family than any of us realized.”
“Maybe we should talk with Matt and Nancy.” Mom glanced at David. 
“I think it’s better to start with them and assess how Lacey’s been doing through them,” he agreed with a firm nod. David was the town’s psychiatrist—a degree he put to good use helping the pack. “I’ve attempted to talk to Lacey in the past, and she’s never been receptive. It’s something we’ll have to figure out.”
“Just let us handle this one,” Mom said. “I’ll let you know how it goes, but this is a delicate situation. It’s not an accusation to take lightly.”
“It’s not an accusation at all,” I replied. “But we have two things we need to consider in this situation: someone may have turned a human without permission and we have a Wild One on our hands, or there’s someone in our territory without us knowing. There’s no denying that what killed that bear is a wolf.”
“And you’re certain that it wasn’t killed by one of ours?” Natalie asked. 
“Not unless someone’s wolf suddenly changed size.”
“Okay,” Mom cut in as I opened my mouth to say something more. “What else are you going to do?”
My lips came together tightly. She was changing the subject. Why was she changing the subject? The look she gave me told me to drop it. All I could do was hope she’d come back to it at a later point. If she didn’t, I would.
“I think it’s a fair plan that we should do rounds in both the town and the forest,” Sam said. “We need to know what’s going on and what’s being said. If we can get a leg up on what’s happening, we’ll have more to bring to the pack for the meeting.”
“Nolan and I can do rounds in the forest between now and Sunday night,” Finn offered. 
“I can help some between shifts,” Lucas told him. 
“We should probably concentrate on the area surrounding the attack,” Nolan chimed in. 
“Good. Keep track of anything out of the ordinary,” I said. “Sights, sounds… whatever.” 
“It’s a solid plan,” Sam replied. That was the thing about us. We were shitheads and fucked with each other whenever we could, but when it counted, we were a force to be reckoned with. We may have been a little lost on what the hell to do when it came to the pack, but we took our duties seriously. Sam continued, “Let’s get our information and get together on Sunday before the meeting to make sure we all know what to talk about.” 
“And how do you handle the pack?” Mom asked. 
“Honesty above all else,” I recited dutifully. The phrase had been our guiding mantra growing up. “If we don’t do that, we don’t have their trust.”
“Good boy,” David said. “That’s the way to do it.”
“I think you boys have done well tonight,” Mom told us. “There are a few strenuous details to this that need to be brought up. If and when someone does, you let us answer them. We’ll work up to you guys handling those things, I promise. This is just the start.”
Well, that was an ominous thing to say. I knew in the long run, we’d be able to handle the pack just fine, but I’d be damned if I didn’t say this process wasn’t stressful. There were so many people counting on us. 
Next to me, Sam chewed hard on his toothpick, something he always did when he was frustrated. He wasn’t handling this any better than me. How Finn, Nolan, and Lucas were so calm was beyond me. Maybe they just weren’t old enough to grasp it all quite yet. 
“Hand me a roll, honey,” Mom said to Finn as she held out a hand. “They’ve been taunting me since the moment we got here. Did you make them?”
“I did!” Finn exclaimed, beaming. 
My phone vibrated hard in my pocket, digging into my hip bone. I shifted uncomfortably and pulled it out. Raven’s name flashed across the screen, but I quickly dismissed the call before dropping it face-down on the table. I thought I’d been fast enough to hide it. However, the shit-eating grin on Sam’s face told me otherwise. 
“Brooklyn house,” Sam teased, catching Lucas, Finn, and Nolan’s attention.
“One of these days,” I grumbled. I swiped my phone off the table to keep it as far away from them as possible. I wouldn’t put it past any of them to answer if they saw her calling. Which she did. Again. 
“You’re not going to answer it?” Lucas asked. 
“Are we missing something?” Mom asked, her expression and tone curious. 
“Just a client,” I dismissed quickly with my best smile. Damn it, she didn’t believe me. It was written all over her face. Well, there was a future conversation I didn’t want to have with her. “How are the rolls, Mom?”
“Fantastic!” she preened. Taking another bite, she made a happy sound. “Seriously, Finnigan Byrne, you’ve got some talent.”
As the conversation grew pleasant and light-hearted, I tuned everyone out. My mind went straight back to Raven, and I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was late, well after eight. Why was she calling? And why so many times?
My phone buzzed with a series of messages, each one coming in immediately after the other. Frowning, I scanned through them. 
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Oh, Jesus Christ.
“Excuse me,” I said and quickly disappeared into the kitchen. As I did, I called her back. 
“Declan!” Raven practically squealed when she answered. “I don’t know what to do! There’s water everywhere! Literally everywhere!”
I could guarantee it wasn’t everywhere. Maybe everywhere in the bathroom but not everywhere.
“Did you turn off the water?” I asked. 
“That’s a thing?” she exclaimed. I sighed. Did she live under a rock? “Can I do that? How do I do that? Will that fix it?”
She was damn near hyperventilating on the other end. Note to self: she didn't handle stress well.
“Honey, I need you to breathe.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. I shouldn’t have said that. I definitely shouldn’t have said that. We were not in a place where I could get away with calling her honey. The stress in her voice put a vice grip on my chest. I just wanted to make her feel better.
“Sorry,” she muttered as she blew out a huff of air.
“You’re fine,” I told her. “Now, go under the sink.”
“There’s so much water.”
“I’m sure there is. There should be a lever handle. If you turn that, it’ll shut off the water going to your faucet. Can you do that for me?”
“Yeah.” I listened as she grunted and groaned on the other end. There was a loud shriek followed by a bang and a crash. Oh, that didn’t sound good. “Raven? 
“Son of a bitch! Of all the fucking pieces of fucking—”
“Raven,” I interrupted, chuckling at the word vomit coming out of her.
“It’s stuck!” Raven snapped. “The stupid fucking thing won’t fucking turn! Goddamnit!”
“Of course, it is,” I muttered. “All right, do you know where your water heater is?”
The silence on the other end spoke volumes to just how little she knew about her house. Jerry was the only plumber in town and on vacation. I couldn’t very well leave her house spewing water until he got back. 
What the hell did I know about plumbing? Nothing. The answer to that was not a fucking thing, but for this woman, I was about to become a fucking YouTube specialist.  
“All right. I’ll be on my way in a few minutes.” I sighed.
“Do you know how to… plumb? Do plumbing? I don’t know the right word for this,” she rambled.
“Raven, I’ve got you,” I told her in earnest. “Do you need me to bring more towels?” 
If it was as bad as she said, I probably needed to bring a handful. I could steal Mom’s since we weren’t regularly staying at the house. 
“Please.”
“Okay. I’ll be there soon. Just… don’t touch anything, okay?” 
“I won’t,” she promised. “Thank you, Declan.” 
“You’re welcome.” Apparently, I was adding being a plumber to my resume tonight. 
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“You didn’t have to come over to fix it,” I repeated pathetically while I paced in front of the bathroom door. Thumb jammed between my teeth, I chewed on my nail, something I did when I was stressed. Stressed out might’ve been an understatement for the murky, chaotic feelings tearing apart my insides. I wanted to throw up, throw things, and cry and scream simultaneously. 
Not even a month in my first house and I’d already flooded it. How much damage had I done? Would I be able to fix it? Could he fix it? Was my house a doomed mess? Maybe buying a haunted house was what would do me in. 
Was I in over my head? That question played on repeat in my head. Maybe the entire house had been a mistake. Maybe I shouldn’t have moved across the country. 
My thoughts were out of control. 
“Jerry’s on vacation,” Declan muttered again. His wide shoulders were wedged under the sink as he worked. Apparently not only had I broken off the faucet but something under the sink was also leaking. He grunted as he did. I had no idea what he was doing. I just knew I felt really bad. Grateful but bad. He’d been working on my house for hours, and it was well past midnight. “You can’t just let your house flood until Jerry is back in town, and you can’t go without water until he’s back. I can do this.”
“And you know what you’re doing?” I asked curiously. I paused in a doorway to watch him. Any other time, the way he stuffed his body under the sink would’ve been comical, but he was soaking wet and pissed off. I hoped it was just the house, but there was a good chance it was probably me. He was lying in puddles of water despite the number of towels we had combined to stem the mess.
“Enough,” he said. “I watched a few videos on my way over.” 
“That’s not encouraging,” I whispered. “But… can you fix it? I can go to a motel or… I can go to Olympia. This isn’t your problem.”
“Stop that,” Declan snapped. “You’re not going anywhere. I can make the bathroom work enough until I can get my guy in here by the end of the weekend.”
“I thought Jerry was your guy.”
“Jerry is the local plumber.”
“So, is this your other guy? Roan?” I frowned as I tried to remember the name. It was something oddball. “Was that his name?”
“I wouldn’t trust Roan with anyone’s pipes,” he replied. “No, I know another guy out of town.”
“Your list of guys is useful,” I said. 
“It is, but it still helps to know shit myself.” 
“Okay.” I went back to pacing. Wet towels squished beneath my bare feet, and water gathered uncomfortably between my toes. Metal clanged while Declan swore profusely, and I cringed. “If you can’t fix it, it’s okay. I can go—”
“Can I give you a piece of advice?” Declan interrupted, sliding out. He propped himself up on his elbows and scrutinized me. His hair fell across his forehead in wet strands and rust smudged his cheeks. He’d shaved off the mountain man beard, opting for something shorter that showed off his sharp jawline. The usual softness in his eyes was gone, replaced with a hardness I wasn’t used to with him. There was something ridiculously attractive about him in this state of mess and disgruntled. It did things to me that weren’t appropriate considering the moment. “If you ever buy another house, don’t pick a project house that’s been vacant for years if you’re determined to move right in. You have no fucking clue what's going on with this house. If you planned to flip this while living somewhere else, sure. Fine. But this place is a fucking disaster, Raven. I’m not even sure you should be living in this fucking hellhole.”
“Oh,” I let out softly. That I wasn’t expecting. He wasn’t wrong, but the words still hurt. I glanced away as my eyes stung with frustration. “I’m sorry.”
I was completely hopeless, relying on him to come running to figure out my mess. How very damsel in distress of me. The whole point of moving was to not be some damsel in distress. I was trying to prove I could stand on my own two feet. If I knew what I was doing, this wouldn’t have happened. I needed to do better. 
The sudden urge to look up plumbing videos so I could understand it all without him amplified my stress. I needed to regain control somewhere. 
“That came out meaner than I meant it to,” Declan said. He blew out a steady breath of air. “I’m sorry.”
“No, no. You’re right.” I shook my head. “If I’d thought all of this through and planned for it, then my sink wouldn’t be broken, and I wouldn’t have taken you away from… whatever you were doing tonight.” 
I couldn’t imagine what he’d given up to be here for me. Had I taken him from his family? Friends? Someone special? I needed to stop fixating on that last part.
“You didn’t take me away from anything,” he replied. He slipped onto his knees and tested out the crappy faucet he’d managed to put back on. Only one handle worked, and he’d taped off the other one. They weren’t going anywhere as he moved them. “Would you be able to go turn the main water back on?” 
“I can do that,” I said and hurried back to the kitchen where the water line was behind a panel in the pantry closet. 
“Turn it on!” he hollered from the bathroom. I did my best to crank the lever. Like everything else in the house, it took a ton of effort to turn. “There you go!” 
“Is it working?” I yelled back. Screw putting everything back in place. I rushed back across the house. The water was spotty at best, but it’d get me through until I could get someone to fix it. 
“First thing tomorrow, I’m getting you a new faucet,” Declan told me. As I opened my mouth to argue, he held up a hand. “I’m not asking. I’m just doing it. I’ll text you when I’m on my way.”
“Can I just give you my debit card now?” I pleaded. When he glanced over his shoulder and smiled, my stomach tightened. “You should probably just keep it up at this rate. I feel like that’s easier.” 
“Don’t worry about it.” He chuckled. The sound eased my stress a little. “I’ll still bill you for the faucet if it makes you feel better. I just prefer it to be on the same invoice, so once I get the new faucet installed, I’ll get you that. Better?”
“Yes.”
“And I’ll call my guy tomorrow for you,” he repeated. “If he’d rather do it all, I’ll let you know.” 
“And tonight?” I said. The touch of a frown curved his lips as he faced me, wiping his hands on a washcloth. “You’re going to bill me for tonight, right?”
“No. Tonight’s just one friend helping another one out.” 
Were we friends? 
“I can’t do that, Declan,” I replied. “It’s so late, and I kept you out all night.”
“Not all night. I still have time to get a few good hours of sleep in before tomorrow.” He reached out, gently tugging my thumb out from between my teeth. His hand fell to my shoulder in a gesture that left me wanting to throw my arms around his waist for a hug. “It’ll be fine, Raven. You have a working bathroom tonight. Stop stressing, please.” 
The sound that came out of me resembled something between a laugh and a whimper. He told me not to stress like it was an actual option while my house fell apart around us. My cheeks burned hotter. Between my body’s response to his nearness and the intensity of his gaze as he watched me, I was going to cook to well-done before he ever left. 
“Sorry,” I muttered. “I get stressed easily.”
“I get it,” he replied softly. The hand on my shoulder tightened. The rough pad of his thumb brushed along the lines of my tattoo, leaving a trail of blazing heat in its path. The simple touch sent a shudder rolling through me. It wasn’t lost on me how his eyes followed the movement of his thumb and dipped down to my chest briefly. What was he thinking? I would’ve given anything to know what was going through that mind of his. 
He pulled away, clearing his throat as he did. 
“Tell you what?” Declan said. “If you want to pay me back, will you wash my mom's towels for me? I’m rarely home these days and when I am—”
“You don’t want to do laundry,” I finished for him with a smile, and he nodded. “I get it. Yes, I’m happy to do it. It’s the least I can do.”
“Perfect.” 
We made quick work of picking up the towels and dumping them in the tub for me to deal with later. I remained silent while he tested the tile for water damage before moving on to the wood panels in the hallway. The shifting severity in his expression only brought on another wave of anxiety. I gnawed on my thumbnail, chewing it down to practically nothing while I studied his deepening frown. The wood creaked and whined as he pushed on it. 
“How bad is it?” I asked. 
“The wood was old, to begin with. Most of the houses out here aren’t made like the ones you’re probably used to.” What did he mean by that? I couldn’t help wondering just how he saw me when he made comments like that. “The town’s just old. I’m worried about this section here. The last thing we want is for the floor to give out.”
“I don’t need holes in my floor,” I told him.
“I know. I’ll call Roan again and get him out here as soon as possible. He may tell you to replace the floor.”
“You really do know someone for everything, don’t you?” 
“It pays to know people.” His hand came up once more and gently knocked my thumb out of my mouth without commenting on it. “Have you gotten out to meet anyone?”
“I got a job at your brother’s bookstore, so I met your brother. One of your brothers,” I said. 
“I’m sure you’ll end up meeting the others at some point,” he muttered. There was something about how he said it that told me he wasn’t thrilled with the idea. 
“And I met your sister-in-law and every shop owner in Cedar Harbor.”
“Ginny gave you the tour I see.” Declan grinned knowingly. “She gives that tour to anyone willing to listen. Tourists either love her or hate her.”
“They should love her!” I exclaimed. “There were free snacks and secret facts. What’s not to love about that?”
“She’d be happy to hear that. She’s worked hard on it for years. It’s a weird little pastime of hers.” I followed him around as he gathered his tools and cleaned up. He was meticulous in his process, something I didn’t have the heart to tell him he didn’t have to be. Cleaning up the mess was the least I could do. “You’ll like working at The Treehouse. At least, I think you should. Nolan’s made it quite the place. He’s a good kid, so he’ll be easy to work for too.”
As he piled his stuff by the door, I realized I didn’t want him to go. I liked having him there. And from the way he stalled in the door, checking all his stuff yet again, I had a feeling I wasn’t the only one thinking it. 
“Do you think I should go out with Stacey and Ginny?” I asked, grasping the first thing that popped into my head to keep him talking. “Stacey invited me out with her friends, and Ginny said I should go. I know you said Stacey gossips—”
“Stacey’s a good person,” Declan interjected. His hands fell to his hips as we talked. My gaze followed the movement. My mind immediately went to a very dirty, very naked place with him. I couldn’t help myself. He made a small sound, and my eyes snapped up to meet his. A small smile tugged the corners of his scrumptious mouth when he caught me staring. He continued, “I’d say guard your secrets closely, but she’s not a bad person. And it doesn’t surprise me about you and Ginny. I had a feeling. She’s good people.”
“True,” I agreed. 
“Call me if anything else happens,” he ordered. “I don’t care what time of night or day. And, please, try not to break anything else before I get people in here to fix it?”
“I’ll do my best,” I promised.
“That’s all I ask.” He opened the door, and I trailed after him as he took the steps carefully. The last thing either of us needed was him getting stuck in my stairs. I wasn’t even sure how much he’d charge for that to be honest. Was there a fee for trapping your handyman in your decrepit stairs? 
As he landed in the grass, Declan paused to glance up at me for the briefest moment. The poor lighting of my backyard cast shadows on his handsome face and intensified his brooding expression. There was something there as if he was holding back an unspoken question. His eyes held mine, lingering and heated, but rather than voicing what he was thinking, he simply started to leave. 
“Am I just imagining… is this just one-sided…” I faltered, my voice barely a whisper. How the hell he heard me was a mystery, but he stopped and waited. I couldn’t say the words, not even with his full attention on me. They sounded silly out loud. “You know what, never mind. I really appreciate you coming out. You didn’t have to.”
“I’m not about to let you flood your house,” he repeated.
“Well, good night.”
“Good night.” He nodded. I watched him leave, ready to close the door when he disappeared. However, he only made it to the side of the house before turning back. “Raven?”
The deep timber of his voice sent shivers down my spine. I loved the way he said my name. 
“Yes?” 
“You’re not imagining things, and it’s not just one-sided,” Declan told me quietly. My breath caught in my throat, but he walked away before I could say anything more. 
I leaned against the door, grinning like an idiot. I didn’t know what to do with that information. It’d been a long time since I dated anyone. I felt like I was treading water as I tried to figure it all out. 
But at least I wasn’t alone. 
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I should’ve gone to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I was too wound up to settle down. Instead, I sat in my spare room with a canvas on the floor. The lighting was crappy, and the temperature was colder than I liked for painting, but none of it mattered if I couldn’t make the paint work for me.
You’re not imagining things, and it’s not just one-sided. Declan’s words played on repeat in my head while I tapped a palette knife against the palm of my hand. He was the happy thought that kept me from throwing in the towel right there. I stared at the disposable palette and debated whether it was worth wasting my gel medium. I needed it to keep my acrylics from drying too quickly on me, but what was the point if I couldn’t do anything? 
Two colors. 
I could compromise with two colors. Abstract painting wasn’t my thing, but hell, if I could start at two colors—oh, two contrasting colors—I’d try anything. 
Cadmium red and cobalt blue.
They were safe options. 
With the right ratio of paint to medium, I meticulously folded the concoction. I spent more time than needed making sure the two paints were perfectly mixed with the medium. Truth be told, I was nervous. Stupidly so. I’d been painting my whole life. This shouldn’t have been that difficult to conquer. 
I groaned as I eyed the blank canvas. It taunted me. They’d been taunting me since the day Liam died. This couldn’t be how I went out as an artist. 
Not wanting to be alone, I called the one person who’d be perfectly fine with making me comfortable while I painted. Despite the late hour and time difference between Washington and Florida, my mom picked up. 
“Baby bird!” she greeted in a hushed voice. “It’s been so long!”
A pang of guilt gnawed at my stomach. I’d been so busy with moving and so wrapped up in Declan that I hadn’t called her. 
“I’m sorry,” I replied. Settling the palette on the ground between my thighs, I swiped a thick brush over the deep blue and smeared it on the canvas. I let the paint carry me where it wanted to go, swirling and moving across the blank surface. “I should’ve called sooner.” 
“Oh, baby bird, any call from you is a good call. You never have to feel like you need to call me.”
“I know, but I miss you.”
“I miss you, too. Let me get away from your father,” she began, and I heard rustling in the background. “Wouldn’t want to wake him. You know how he gets.”
Once my dad woke up, he couldn’t go back to sleep. 
“Oh… it’s a tad bit chilly out here. Did I tell you I bought patio blankets?” Mom covered everything in blankets. Literally everything. There was no shortage of blankets in our home. She had blankets for all occasions and all seasons. 
“Are they worth it?” I asked with a frown. “I can’t imagine patio blankets are comfortable.”
“They’re atrocious!” she exclaimed. “They’re not soft at all. I gave them to the neighbor’s dog. Even he doesn’t like them.”
“Regular blankets then? Extra wash cycles?” 
“Definitely. Talk to me, baby bird. It’s been so long. I feel like I don’t know what’s going on with you right now.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. I paused mid-brush stroke as the guilt intensified. “I just…” 
“Raven, I didn’t mean for it to sound like I’m disappointed or upset you haven’t called. I’m sorry if it comes across like that. You’re doing some really big and important things right now,” Mom said. “I’m not going to be mad at you for focusing on you. Okay?”
“Okay. How are you and Dad doing?” I asked. 
“Well, your dad bought another grill.” She let out an exasperated groan while I giggled. Dad and his stupid grills. “Raven! You should see the buttons on this thing! There’s so many of them! It’s his third grill this year.”
“What?” I demanded. “Mom! It’s April! How has he gone through three grills already?” 
“Oh, you know how he is about his grills.” I could hear her eyes roll across the states. “He said he likes the color of this one better, and it has room for more meat or something. I don’t know. He said something about how it will make the perfect pizza.”
That was it. That had sold him on it. My dad hated pizza, but it was my mom’s favorite food. Most of my childhood memories involved pizza. As a child, every Saturday night we’d make pizzas and watch a movie. When I got older, it became every other weekend then once a month. We tried out every pizza place in town, had pizza-making parties, and even traveled just to try well-known pizza places. When I lived in New York and Chicago, Mom had made several trips planned just around pizza and girl’s night. 
I wasn’t even sure why my dad hated pizza, but he did. Still, he always ate it with a huge smile and insisted on joining in my mom’s pizza shenanigans. He never complained, and he made it his job to make her the perfect homemade pizza. All because my mom loved pizza. There was something genuinely romantic about that. Everyone deserved to be loved like that. 
“I’m glad he found a grill that can do that for you,” I said softly. 
“You know,” Mom began, the hesitancy in her tone making my chest tighten, “you’re still young, Raven. You could still find someone who eats pizza for you.”
Maybe not a pizza, but I had someone willing to build me bookshelves. I held back a scoff as I built the paint on the canvas. 
“Well, all I have right now is a handyman,” I announced. I tried to sound casual about the whole ordeal, but that stupid grin came out all over again.
“I hear that smile in your voice, baby bird,” she replied. “Do we like the handyman?”
“Yes, we like the handyman.” Some things I never shied from telling my mom. That was the beauty of our relationship. She was my safe space, a constant in my life. 
“But?”
“But,” I sighed, “Declan seems to have some very strong reservations about… I don’t know. Maybe the fact that I’m his boss?”
“Some men have that fantasy,” she stated so matter-of-factly that it threw me.
“Mom!”
“What? I’m just saying, for some men that’d be a—”
“Mom!” I interrupted louder while dropping my paintbrush onto the canvas. “Goddammit! That’s not where I wanted that!”
“Are you okay?”
“I dropped my paintbrush,” I grumbled. I wiped the wet handle on my already-stained sweatshirt. 
“Oh, Raven, you’re painting again!” The emotion was thick in my mom’s voice, but I dismissed it. I couldn’t focus on that. 
“There’s nothing to get excited about,” I told her. “It’s crap. It’s no better than not being able to do it.”
I wasn’t wrong. The image on the canvas was dull. It lacked movement and life, It had no spark to it. It wasn’t even remotely reminiscent of what I used to be able to do. The colors didn’t blend right, the paint wasn’t layered well, and nothing about it looked good. What a waste of gel. I tossed my paintbrush aside and leaned back on my palm. It was just another failure for the books. 
“Well, you’re trying, and that’s everything,” Mom told me. The optimism in her voice didn’t make me feel better. Mom was my biggest fan, even when I sucked. 
“It’s not everything!” I exclaimed with frustration. Despite the plastic on the floor, I flopped backward with a sigh. “I just want to paint. If I can’t sleep, it’s only fair that I should be able to paint!”
Shit. Shit. Shit. I shouldn’t have said that. I groaned. I couldn’t backpedal.
“Raven, is there something I should know?”
“No,” I quickly lied. The guilt was practically immediate because I knew she meant well. 
The medical term for what I had was somnambulism. Also known as I sleepwalk. Chronically. It sounded funny—damn near laughable—but it wasn’t. People pictured someone walking out of their room and down the hall or whatnot. They weren’t wrong. For some people that was it. But people didn’t understand how bad it could get. 
It began during a particularly rough growth spurt when I was two. I'd walked right out of my room in a dead sleep and fell down sixteen stairs. My skull was fractured, and my arm was broken. My poor parents were challenged by child services about my safety. An entire thing had been made out of it, setting the precedence for just how chaotic our lives were going to be. 
It only got worse from there. One time, I walked right out our back door and into our pool. I couldn’t swim at the time. You bet your ass my parents put me in swim class right after in case it happened again. Another time I wandered into the busy intersection next to our house stark naked. I ended up on the local news. Those were just a few of many disastrous incidents. Sometimes, we were lucky and I just wandered around the house before laying down. 
Mom pulled me out of school early on when she realized the negative effect it had on my social and emotional growth, which only led to more episodes. My parents sold their dream house to move us to a safer location where the house was one-level, the yard was enclosed, there wasn’t a pool, and the street was local traffic only. The neighbors and local police were told because my parents were worried. We had dual alarm systems, and they still worried. 
I couldn’t blame them. Not really. I made their lives a mess. They put off having another kid to focus solely on me, and Mom missed her window. If Wren being put up for adoption hadn’t fallen in their laps, I wasn’t sure they would’ve ever had another kid. 
Growth spurts were a big trigger to my sleepwalking episodes growing up, but stress bled into that the older I got. If I got lucky it was just a one-night episode, but for others, it lasted a week or longer. If I didn’t wander out of the house or nearly get killed from time to time, it wouldn’t bother me. The doctor said I would probably outgrow sleepwalking by the time I was an adult, but I didn’t. 
College and dating had been a real riot. I had a reputation as the balcony swan thanks to the time I fell over the edge of our second-floor door balcony while asleep. A broken wrist was nothing compared to the story of how I got so drunk I dove off the balcony. I never got rid of the reputation. 
Liam’s interest in me had been terrifying. He hadn’t believed me at first. Not until he saw it firsthand. Then it turned into this mission of his to build me a perfect little bubble of all the things I ever could want and need. That was a weird little stain on our relationship. Had he only stayed with me out of a sense of responsibility? Maybe he had. Maybe he hadn’t. I’d never know. 
I had medication to take to help me sleep, but I hated taking it. I hated how it made me feel. I probably should’ve sucked it up considering the alternative, but I didn’t take the medication. 
The problem was… I wasn’t as okay as I had led my mom to believe. I knew the house wasn’t ideal with its remote location, porch stairs, and proximity to water. That was the reason why I hadn’t told my family all the little details about it. I’d bought it because I wanted to prove I could do it all on my own. I wanted to prove I could be safe and have a life that didn’t revolve entirely around a sleep disorder. But the stress was creeping up on me, compounding all the other emotional crap I was processing. 
More than once I’d woken up on my lawn and a little too close to the water for my comfort. Thankfully the nearest neighbor lived far enough away that no one would see me scrambling back into my house but still. 
I was playing a stupidly dangerous game. 
I knew it. 
My mom knew it. 
And I should’ve known better, but I was thirty-one, damn it! I had to be able to live on my own. I needed to know I could do it. 
“Raven Alanna Woods, don’t you lie to me,” Mom scolded. “Don’t you lie to yourself.”
“I’m fine, really.” I’d keep lying because the last thing I wanted was for my mom to show up on my doorstep—something she’d do. “I can handle it. I’m adjusting. It’ll be fine. I’ll be fine!”
“Raven, you don’t have that luxury.”
“I just have to get a handle on it.” God, I sounded like I was whining. “The new house, the job, Declan… I just need to—”
“Raven!” she snapped. “You can’t afford to let yourself slip! You know what happens! You—”
“I know!”
“Raven, you live in the middle of the woods alone!” she exclaimed so loudly I cringed. “You sleepwalk! You can’t afford to slip up. What if you walk out of your house? Who’s there to check that you’re okay? No one will know what happened to you! Are you taking your medication? Have you set up an appointment with the town doctor? Did you look into that sleep center in Olympia your dad emailed you?” 
My eyes burned as she talked, tears rolling down my cheeks. I rubbed at them with my sleeve while anger, sadness, and embarrassment clashed violently inside me. I was a grown adult, damn it! I shouldn’t have to rely on other people to make sure I didn’t hurt myself. Why couldn’t I be the type of person who sleepwalked and raided the fridge? I’d rather be fat than unable to function alone.
“No,” I let out quietly. “I’m sorry.”
“Baby bird.” Mom’s voice was gentler, which only made it worse. “Sweetheart. I’m not mad… not really. I’m scared, Raven. It was one thing when you were home with us, and then you had Liam, Cade, and Isla helping you out. There… you’ve got no one, and it terrifies me. I understand you need to stand on your own feet, baby bird, but I worry about getting that phone call. I don’t want something to happen to you, Raven.”
That made two of us. 
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Pounding startled me out of bed—well, off my pile of blankets on the floor. I still refused to buy even a mattress. Another heavy knock had me grabbing my phone. What time was it? 
Jesus Christ. It wasn’t even nine. I’d gotten maybe two hours of sleep. My eyes hurt, and my face felt puffy from crying for too long. 
I stumbled out of my room while struggling to pull on a sweatshirt and shorts. 
“The door doesn’t open!” I shouted through the thick wood after a third knock. 
“Well, I’ll be damned,” a man’s voice called back. “That’s inconvenient. Mind if I meet you at the back door?”
I did mind, considering I had no clue who the strange man was.
“Sure.” I’d probably regret that. I ran my fingers through my hair and peeked at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Yeah, definitely a mess. The strange man could wait a minute or two. I splashed cold water on my face and put a clip in my hair. It wasn't much better, but it was better. 
The man standing in my backyard was yet another example of just how handsome the men in Cedar Harbor were. There had to be something magical in the water. He may have been young with a clean baby face, but the man had a body made entirely of sinfully well-cut muscles making up broad shoulders, biceps to rival Declan’s, and a tapered waist all hidden under a forest green shirt. Clouded blue eyes were narrowed as he eyed the bottom of my porch, and I caught sight of dusty blond hair pushed under a faded brown cowboy hat. He wore an honest-to-God cowboy hat.
“Sorry to bother you, Ma’am,” he began while taking off his hat when he saw me, “I was on my way to the ranch, but I wanted to come by and check on your house situation.”
There were so many words in his sentence that made no sense to me. My confusion must’ve shown on my face because he smiled. And damn, what a smile. 
“Declan didn’t tell you I was coming this morning, did he?”
“I’ve been sleeping,” I admitted. “So, maybe.”
I probably should’ve checked my phone before going outside. 
“I let him know late notice, so I’m sure he did as soon as he knew. Declan’s a good man like that.” He held out a hand. “Connor Harvey. I'm the vet.”
“Oh!” I exclaimed. “Are you going to get rid of the thing under my porch?”
“That’s the hope,” Conor replied with a chuckle. “I have some safe traps in my truck I’d like to put out, but I need to get under your house first.”
“But what if it’s under there right now?” I frowned. 
“I promise you, ma’am, I’m scarier than anything I’ll find under the house,” he said. I doubted his pretty little cowboy ass that he was. Lumberjacks and cowboys. Shit, this town was every woman’s wet dream. 
“Well, just so you know, I won’t come to rescue you when it tries to eat you,” I teased. “And it’s Raven. Not ma’am.”
“I won’t need it.” His smile widened. “I didn’t see a good way in coming up the side. I’ll check around that side real quick to see if there’s an option. If there’s not, do you mind if I take a board or two off?”
“You do whatever you need to do, Connor,” I told him. “I’m going to make coffee. Do you want some?”
“No, I’m good. I don’t drink coffee,” he said. How did he function? I wasn’t at his level of functioning. 
Leaving the door open so I could hear him, I made an instant latte as quickly as I could. Crappy microwave coffee made me miss coffee shop concoctions. I needed to remedy that soon. Maybe I’d invest in some expensive coffee-making machines for my kitchen once I painted it. I had enough space to create my own little coffee corner if I wanted. 
“I’m going to my truck to get a few tools.” Connor’s sudden appearance at my door startled me out of my daze. My hand flew to my chest while I huffed out a frustrated breath of air. He chuckled. “Sorry. I thought you knew I was here.”
“I didn’t sleep last night,” I replied. “You’re getting the one up on me here.”
“I can come back another day if you want to—”
“I want you to get rid of whatever’s under my house, Connor,” I cut him off. “That trumps everything else.”
I should’ve taken him up on his offer to sleep, but I wanted that thing out from under my house. I’d sleep better if I wasn’t worried about it breaking through my floorboards and eating me while I slept. That was dramatic. Still, better gone than not. 
“You’ve got it. I’ll take off two boards on this side but don’t worry, I’ll put them back up,” Connor told me. “I want to see what you’ve got going on under there before I make any real decisions, but I’ll probably just lay out a few safe traps and see what they catch.”
“See what they catch?” I repeated with disbelief. “And what happens when you catch something?”
“I’ll come by every few days and see if there’s anything in there. You don’t even have to be home. If there is, I’ll get rid of them. I just don’t like killing animals,” he said. “It’s not their fault you moved in. The best thing I can do is relocate them. This house has been empty for so long that you stole their home.”
“Oh.” I chewed my lower lip. When he put it that way…
“Don’t worry. We’ll get whatever’s living under your house out of your hair and into a safer home for them. I always make sure to feed them too.”
“You’re a good man, Connor.” 
“Thank you.” His cheeks flamed pink in the most adorable way as he pushed a hand through his hair. “I’m going to get to work. You just let me know if you need anything.” 
“Have fun!” I called after him. Was that weird? Would he have fun crawling under my house to look for wild animals? Maybe vets did that sort of thing for fun. What the hell did I know? 
Leaning against my counter, I listened to the sounds of Connor taking apart my porch. When it was silent, I had to assume he’d embarked on some wild adventure under my house. What would he find? I shuddered at the thought. I didn’t have the chance to dwell on it as the crunching of gravel drew away my attention, and I wandered out onto my porch once more. 
An impeccably fancy pickup truck rolled to a stop right alongside my garage. The thing was huge and decked out with more… decorations? What the hell did they call all the extra shit on trucks anyway? Ramps? Rails? I didn’t have a clue. The truck was fancier than most I’d seen. It was also surprisingly clean all things considered, its gold paint glossy in the sunlight. 
A man built tall and lean hopped out of the truck. His simple appearance with his plain jeans, black t-shirt, and old work boots was a strong contradiction to the lavish nature of his vehicle. Dirty blond hair was long and slicked back, brushing against the base of his neck and curling over the rounds of his ears. His beard was darker and lightly graying in places. It didn’t seem to match the rest of his youthful appearance. It did oddly complement the ridiculously vivid blues in his eyes. There were rings on random fingers and tattoos disappearing under his sleeves that also didn’t scream fancy trunk owner, but what the hell did I know about the matter? 
“You must be Raven Woods,” he greeted with a grin that brought out quite the pair of dimples. The man was a charmer. It was written all over that boyishly handsome face of his. He put a hand on his chest as he walked toward me. “Roan Ironwood. I believe Declan told you about me. At least I hope he did. It’d be awkward if he didn’t.”
Whatever the hell they were doing to make men this side of Washington, they needed to bottle it up and capitalize on it. Shit. There was no shortage of eye candy. 
“Yes! Hi!” I exclaimed and took his extended hand. This man didn’t look like he owned his own construction business. “You’re here to look at my house! I didn’t know you were coming today.”
“Declan didn’t tell you?” His eyes widened a little in surprise. “Declan’s usually on that shit.”
“To be fair, I just woke up. I haven’t even looked at my phone.” Damn it. I should’ve checked my messages from Declan. Hell, I even had my phone on me. I needed more coffee to get through the morning. 
“That makes more sense,” he replied. “Do you mind if I take a piss real quick before we look your house over from top to bottom? I like to be thorough, so you and I are going to spend a lot of time together today.”
“Be my guest.” I waved him through the front door. “Follow the hallway.”
“Thanks, sweetheart.” He tossed me a wink as he passed by. The man thought he was charming.
While Roan used my bathroom, I scanned through Declan’s text messages. I had a whole collection of them and one missed phone call from him as well. 
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The sound I let out could be described as nothing short of an audible aw. Yeah, I was smitten. The idea of him helping his mom was so sweet and said so much about him. 
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Lies. I couldn’t be mad at him. Not really. The man was helping his mom. 
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This man was too much in the best of ways. Smiling, I typed out a quick message. 
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The phone rang almost immediately, Declan’s name flashing at me. The urgency of the call was palpable before I ever answered. 
“That kid is doing what now?” Declan demanded. 
“Hi to you too,” I greeted with a laugh. 
“Good morning.” He sighed. I hated the frustration in his voice. “Please, tell me he’s not actually under the house?”
“Then I won’t tell you.”
“I promise I’ll be there to handle them—”
“I’m able to handle them on my own,” I cut him off. My tone might’ve been a little too sharp, but I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t want him to think I couldn’t manage my house affairs. He’d rescued me once from my bathroom. I didn’t want it to become a habit for us. “It’s going just fine.”
“I know you can,” Declan whispered after a moment. “If you’re okay with it, I’ll be there soon to help either them or you how I can. If that’s okay.” 
Maybe I’d been a little too harsh. I also didn’t want him to think I didn’t want him around. 
“I’d like to see you.” 
“Yeah?” 
“Yeah.” I smiled. “Even if you just keep me company while I’m told how there’s a bear living under my house.”
That earned me a chuckle, a sound that shot straight to my stomach. I was falling in love with that sound. Maybe not with him quite yet, but that laugh of his did something to me. 
“There’s not a bear under your house, Raven,” he reiterated. “I promise you that.”
“Well, good!” I exclaimed. The bathroom door opened, and I hurried to end the conversation. “I’ll see you soon.”
“See you soon.”
If he said more, I didn’t hear him as I ended the call when Roan wandered out of the bathroom. His dark eyes were fixated on the floor, and his steps were careful as he tested out the wood with his boots. 
“That bad?” I asked. 
“You need a brand-new floor,” Roan told me. “But I think you already knew that.”
“I did right about the time I flooded the bathroom.”
“I know. I saw.” He flashed a grin. “You’ll need all new tiles in there. They’re warping. The pipes look like a mess, and I think Declan shouldn’t become a plumber anytime soon.”
“I think he’s a YouTube plumber,” I offered up with a shrug. “At least I can use my sink… somewhat. You should’ve seen the pond I tried to start in my house.”
“A man-made pond in a house,” Roan began, playfully mulling the idea over. “I haven’t made one of those. Could be fun.”
“I’ll let you know if I want one.” 
“You don’t have a bed.” He gestured to my blanket pile in my bedroom.
“I missed making blanket forts as a kid. I figured I could survive on blanket forts and house ponds,” I teased, and he chuckled. “I don’t have paint, and this color is awful. It’s—”
“Baby poop green.” 
“Yes! Exactly!” I exclaimed. “You get it! But I have to paint the room before I pick out the furniture so the tones in the wood match.”
“Good girl,” Roan said with pride. “Most people don’t realize they should match wood tones to the paint tones. Usually, they think it all flows together.” 
“But it doesn’t—”
“Do you mind if I look at something in here?” Connor interrupted as he appeared in the doorway looking particularly disheveled. His clothes were smudged with mud, his hat was gone, he wore thick gloves on his hands, and the tip of his nose was practically black. “Roan?”
“Connor, why do you look like a dog who rolled around in the dirt?” Roan demanded with a cocky smile.
“Oh, you know,” he shrugged, “I was crawling under the house.”
“Okay, but what are you looking for?” I asked. I watched as Connor strode straight for my hallway. He stared at the ground, counting footsteps as he did. When he stopped at the closet door, my heart sank. “What’s in the closet, Connor?”
“You probably won’t like the answer to that,” Connor replied quietly. 
“What’s in the closet, kid?” Roan repeated. 
“In full disclosure, you have a hole in your house.”
“A what?” My voice rose a good octave or two, and my heart hammered hard in my chest. “Don’t tell me I something living in my closet, Connor!”
“It’s a little premature for that,” he said. “I’m not sure the hole leads to the closet. I couldn’t tell from down there. It could go into a wall.”
“I have something living in my walls?” I shrieked. 
“I don’t know yet!” Connor hurried to say. “I need to open the closet door to find out!”
“Open the door!” I ordered. How long had something been living in my house? Panic constricted my chest painfully. Playful dead body jokes were one thing, but something living in here? That was something I couldn’t handle.
“Will you help me please?” he asked Roan. 
Ten minutes later, Roan had damn near beaten the door into submission just to get the pins out. The screws were so rusted and stripped that he couldn’t get the hinges off—I was pretty sure that was what he said. There was kicking, swearing, and laughing between the two men as they figured it out. 
Me? I wasn’t laughing. There was nothing laughable about what they were doing. I was chewing my thumbnail down as I watched them. 
“You take that side,” Roan ordered Connor as he situated himself on one side of the door. “It’s wedged in there, so lay your weight into the crowbar, kid.”
“I’m ready when you are,” Connor said. He glanced at me, and his brows came together. “You good, Raven?”
“Not even close,” I squeaked out.
“Well, the door’s coming down.” Roan grunted. “Three… two… one!”
Both men grunted and groaned as they laid into the crowbars. 
The door snapped. 
Wood whined.
I held my breath, my whole body rigid with tension. 
The door popped off and crashed hard to the floor.
And when something started hissing, I screamed and rushed out of the house. 





CHAPTER 27
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Her screaming sent my heart racing. 
I flew out of my truck in a heartbeat, my wolf pushing me hard in response to the sound. As I rounded the back of Roan’s truck, Raven came peeling out of the house in a complete panic. She shrieked and waved violently in the direction of the house, words falling off her lips rapidly. They were incomprehensible. I grabbed her by the shoulders, pushing her heels into the ground and forcing her to stop jumping in place. 
“Breathe, honey,” I ordered. She blew out the absolute worst attempt at a deep breath before gesturing frantically at her house once more. The wild panic on her face wrecked me. “What happened?”
“We opened the closet! There’s a hole in my house! A hole!” The words came out so damn fast I struggled to follow her. The sleeves of her sweatshirt covered her hands and practically smacked me in the face as she flapped her arms in distress. “There’s a hole, Declan!”
“Where?” I asked, bewildered. I knew she’d put a hole in the wall but that was it. 
“The closet!” Raven exclaimed. 
“Okay, okay.” I gave her shoulders a tight squeeze before starting for the stairs. “It’s fine. It’s nothing we can’t fix.”
“And something came flying out!” she said. 
At the precise moment, Connor strode out the door holding a snake coiled around his hand. It hissed angrily as it slipped and slid through his hands. Fuck, I hated snakes. Why’d it have to be a fucking snake? I took two very long steps back, hands falling to my hips while I shook my head.
Roan was right behind him—a fact I wasn’t thrilled about. 
“Declan!” Roan rubbed his hands together, grinning like an idiot. Fuck me. He knew just how much I didn’t like snakes. From the look on his face, he wasn’t above exploiting it. “You made it! Want a pet a snake?”
“No.” I shook my head once more while stepping closer to Raven. “I’m good.”
“He’s harmless,” Connor said. “This here’s a Western Hognose.”
“I don’t care,” I replied. “I don’t want to know what it is.”
“Is that the only one?” Raven asked quietly. 
“Looks like it,” Connor told her. His attention was solely on the snake as he stroked its scales gently. The adoration on the kid’s face was nauseating. It was a fucking snake. “You live by the water, and this pretty boy right here eats toads mostly. Some mice and other small creatures. Look at this cute little nose of his!”
“Jesus fuck, kid,” I grumbled. “It’s a goddamn snake!”
“Oh, come on, Dec!” Roan crooned. “You know you want to pet the snake.”
“I want nothing to do with the fucking snake,” I snapped back. 
“Come on.” He held out his hands to try to take the snake. “Let me see the snake, kid.”
“Don’t you fucking dare,” I growled, but I put another good long step between me and him just in case. My arm brushed against Raven as I stood next to her. Without an ounce of shame, I admitted, “If it comes down to you or me, I’m throwing you in front of that snake.”
Her mouth popped open, but I could tell she was trying hard not to laugh. 
“Such a gentleman,” Raven teased. 
“I’m a damn gentleman until snakes or anything in the ocean is involved,” I retorted. “Then, fuck that shit. Everything’s fair game.”
She lost her battle and broke down in a fit of giggles while I grinned. There was that smile I adored. At least she wasn’t panicking anymore. I couldn’t help but be happy about that, even if it was at my expense. 
“But dolphins are in the ocean!”
“I’ve seen what those fuckers can do!” I exclaimed. “No way in hell am I going anywhere near one!”
“Who would’ve known, Declan Byrne comes undone over snakes and dolphins,” she replied. 
“Anything in the ocean,” I corrected. I caught the way Connor held the snake out for Roan and ordered, “Don’t you give him that fucking snake.”
“Please,” Connor scoffed. “I wouldn’t. This boy needs a safe space to live—not that your closet wasn’t nice and warm for him, but he deserves better.”
“Whatever gets him out of my house,” Raven said. 
“I should have something in my truck to help me relocate him,” he told her. All the way to his truck, I listened to him fawn over the damn snake. “Maybe I’ll just take you home with me? Would you like that? A nice safe home, all the food you could want… I’ve had snakes before.”
Jesus Christ, he planned to keep the snake. Only Connor. 
“All right, come here you.” Roan beckoned Raven to follow him, taking her hand to pull her further across the lawn with him. I leaned into my wolf hearing to keep an eye on him. Anger bristled through me as I watched him stand behind her, hands sliding down her arms. A deep growl built in my throat, something I had no intention of tapering down. Roan had a reputation for blowing through women. To each their own. I didn’t give a fuck what he did, but I wasn’t about to let him do the same to her. “Now, I want you to picture something for me.”
“Okay.” She nodded, but her eyes flicked to mine. Her expression was unreadable even as I forced a smile. Instead, she took the tiniest of steps forward and wiggled her shoulders enough to push him off her. “What am I thinking?”
“I want to picture a big two-story house—”
“No stairs,” she interrupted. Odd request but okay.
“No stairs, cool,” he replied. “We have enough space here to really spread out. I want you to picture a house, long and sleek, all one floor with a real modern farmhouse feel. White siding and gray roof with rustic shudders and big windows all around so you can see the seasons over the lake. And a wraparound porch out front. We can take this yard and cut it back, replace it with brick, and build you a huge patio. Maybe a four-seasons room? We can completely gut the inside and give you a real open floor plan. And hell, we could build you a boat house down here.”
“That does sound pretty,” she whispered. Her head tilted slightly as she pictured it, her expression soft and entranced. A part of me hoped to hell she told him no. It was selfish as fuck of me, but if she let Roan rip down the whole thing and start over, then she didn’t need me around. See? Selfish. 
“It’d be gorgeous,” Roan agreed. “All you’ve got to do is tell me yes. I’ll get the whole thing drafted up for you, and we’ll build you a dream house. You’ll be the talk of Cedar Harbor.”
“Oh.” Her lips pursed together. “I don’t like that.”
I chuckled. 
“It won’t last long,” he promised. His hands fell to her shoulders once more while he stepped closer to her back. That surge of anger came rearing an ugly face once more and my wolf responded in kind. It shifted violently inside me, ready to handle my shit for me. I turned away and took a moment to soothe it back. 
Ten… nine… eight… 
Counting rarely helped but it couldn’t hurt, either. 
“No,” Raven said, her sweet voice cutting right through my mounting anger with ease. “I like my house. I like working on my house. It’s less fun if I don’t rebuild it little by little.”
When I glanced at her, she winked. 
“If you insist!” Roan exclaimed. “I think the kid over there wants to talk to you for a minute, then how about we check out your house?” 
She hurried across the lawn on her tiptoes, watching her feet as she went. The long grass brushed over those bare legs of hers. While I wanted to be attracted to her wild ways, I couldn’t help but wonder how long before she stepped on something because she was always barefoot and in those sexy little shorts outside.
“She’s a fascinating one,” Roan murmured as he joined me. 
“Stop hitting on her,” I told him quietly. My eyes never left Raven where she stood talking to Connor as he prepared to leave. 
“Oh, come on,” he said and slapped me on the back. “She’s hot. It’s all in good fun.”
“If you keep hitting on her, I’m coming to fight club next month and show you what I think about it,” I growled. Every month without fail, the Ironwood brothers held a fighting event. It was invite-only, bloody, and fucking brutal. No punches were held, people got hurt, and people ended up in the hospital all in the name of fun. I avoided it at all costs no matter how many times they invited me. I got no enjoyment in fighting like they did. But fuck, if he kept putting his hands on her, I’d put his ass in the ground. 
“It might just be worth it to see Declan Byrne throw a punch,” he shot back. Crossing his arms, he faced me. Amusement danced in his expression as he sized me up. “You may have the muscle on me, but you’re so fucking green, you’d lose in a heartbeat.”
“Not where my wolf is concerned,” I countered. Maybe I wasn’t used to it like he was, but my wolf had a good hundred pounds on his easy. “Keep your hands off her. I mean that.” 
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you threaten anyone before. I think I like this version of you.” Roan grinned. My scowl only deepened, making him laugh. “Don’t worry, bud. You can keep your fragile human. She’s too soft and sweet for me. I like my women tough and growly.” 
He said those things about her like they were a bad thing, but those were just one of the many things I adored about Raven. She was soft and sweet, but she was also fiercely passionate, funny, and wild.
“Besides, I don’t know how you plan to do it with your pack rules.” Roan’s voice tore through my thoughts, and my attention snapped back to him. 
“What do you mean?” I asked, genuinely curious. 
“Her being human and all.” He shrugged. “You Byrnes have always had some wicked strict rules when it comes to mingling with humans. I would’ve figured you’d stay as far away from one as possible, but what do I know?”
I said nothing. I didn’t need to. He had a point. He knew, and I knew it. It was one of the biggest reasons I struggled with liking Raven. That risk… I didn’t know if I could take that risk. 
Not even for her. 
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“And it’s really sealed off?” Raven asked for a third time. Her thumb was jammed right back between her teeth. The woman wouldn’t have a thumb if she didn’t stop. She paced the length of her living room, pausing to stare at the open closet door with every pass. I’d secured a thick panel of wood over the hole. It was the best I could do given the circumstances. She needed brand-new flooring but that’d take time. 
I wanted to pop that thumb right out of her mouth but wasn’t about to do so in front of Roan. The less ammunition I gave him the better. 
“Nothing is getting up through that, sweetheart,” Roan promised. As he glanced at me, he winked, something she missed. “Dec’s the best. You can’t go wrong with his handiwork.” 
“I know, but—”
“No buts,” he interrupted her. 
“I’ll get the door back up for you too,” I told her. “You’ll lose the closet, but nothing’s getting up through that hole.” 
“Okay.” She nodded, but I could see she wasn’t convinced. There wasn’t a damn thing I could say that would ease her mind. I hated that, but I had to accept it. 
“I’ll get your estimate together and email you some options,” Roan said. “I won’t do anything until you get the house inspected. I won’t even touch another closet door. I mean that.” 
“Liability, I know,” she whispered. “I’ll let you know what I think. And an inspector?” 
“I got a guy I can call for you, but I don’t know when he’ll get in here, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Declan, I’ll meet you at your house?” Roan asked, pointing at me as he started for the door. Lips pressed together, I nodded. 
“Let me get her door up, and I’ll meet you there.”
“Thank you, Roan!” Raven called after him. When he shut the door, I reached out and tugged her thumb out of her mouth gently. She mumbled, “Sorry, I’m—”
“Stressed?” I finished for her. “I get that. I know it’s not worth much, but I’ve got you. I’ll get the door on for you. You focus on finding something to do to destress tonight.”
“I’m going out drinking tonight,” she announced. 
“Decided to take Ginny up on her offer?” I smiled.
“I did,” she replied. Good for her.
“Good. I’m sure you’ll have fun.” Moving down the hall, I went to work reattaching her door to its frame. “The faster I get this done, the faster I’ll be out of here.”
“Oh, you don't have to rush out of here,” Raven said quickly. “You can stay as long as you need.” 
If only I could…
“I can’t,” I admitted, unfortunately. “I have plans with Roan.”
And how I suddenly hated the absolute necessity of those plans.
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“About time you showed up!” Roan greeted happily. “Hope you don’t mind that I helped myself.”
“You know you’re always welcome,” I said as I kicked off my boots. 
“What happened to you don’t work on Saturdays?” he asked. I groaned. There it was. Roan and I grew up together. Two years older than me, he knew me just as well as Sam did. Our packs shared just about everything, and Roan was privy to everything. “I liked that you don’t work Saturdays because then I don’t work Saturdays, but here I am… on a Saturday.”
“She needed her house looked at,” I replied. “In case you forgot, she had a fucking hole in her closet.”
“Not going to lie, when I found out Connor was under the house, I was half expecting him to find a pile of bones.” Roan laughed. 
“Jesus fuck, that would’ve done her in,” I scoffed. I could just imagine her reaction if that had been the case. Grabbing a beer from the fridge, I joined him in the living room and propped my feet up on the coffee table. “She’d probably have set fire to the whole damn thing right there.” 
“Good riddance to the Brooklyn house. I can’t believe you took on that fucking project house. Well, maybe I can. She’s hot.”
“Leave her alone,” I growled. I didn’t want to rehash any of that shit with him. 
“Please,” he scoffed. “I don’t stand a chance with her. It wasn’t me turning her on.” 
I faltered mid-drink as he tapped his nose. He fucking smelled it on her. Yet another thing I wasn’t about to indulge him in conversation about, even if I was trying to hide a smile. There was a thrill in knowing she wanted me as much as I wanted her. The woman had me sporting a raging hard-on every time I was around her. 
“Listen, I wanted to run something by you before our meeting tomorrow night,” I said, changing the conversation.  
“Are you fuckers finally stepping up?” Roan asked. 
“You know Mom wants us eased into this,” I retorted. Roan and his brothers had already taken over the Ironwood pack. Their dad hadn’t eased them into it . When his youngest brother, Axel, turned twenty-one, the three of them took over when his dad announced he was going on vacation and for them to have fun running the pack. Fucking Brady Ironwood was the reason the Ironwood brothers were so damn dramatic. I knew enough about how their transition into leadership went to know I preferred Mom’s gentle method. “That’s to say, we’re working on it. So, soon enough.”
Too soon.
“Good, good.” He nodded. “What’s your question?”
“We had a grizzly dead near town,” I explained. “This thing that killed it had a fucking bite on it, Roan. I’ve never seen anything this big, and you know how big Nolan’s wolf is. We’re not sure what we’re dealing with, but we know it’s a wolf.
“So, it made its way up here.” Roan clicked his tongue and sighed. What the hell was he talking about? “I just thought it disappeared.”
“You knew?” I demanded. That pissed me off. That put my pack and my town in danger. “You knew and didn’t tell us a fucking thing?”
“Calm down,” he replied. “We just figured it was an animal moving through the woods. It didn’t even get close to town, and it was smaller animals. We figured it was just some rogue wolf—not a Wild One. Just a fucking wolf with no pack or something of the like. It was annoying more than anything else. If I thought you guys were in danger, I would’ve called you. You know that.”
I did. 
“And it just moved on?” 
“Yeah,” he said with a shrug. “It was somewhere out there one day and gone the next. I’m sure it’s just passing through.”
I fucking hoped so. I tipped back a long swig of beer while his words rolled through my mind. They didn’t ease anything for me. I could hope all I wanted that whatever was in our woods would leave us for good, but the amount of damage it could do in that time frame… that was something I didn’t want to entertain. 
“You know you can call me if you need help,” Roan continued. “I’m more than happy to come fuck some shit up for you.” 
“Of course, you are.” I chuckled. I tapped my beer bottle on the arm of my chair while I debated asking my next question. It had nothing to do with the pack and everything to do with my own morbid curiosity. I opened my mouth and closed it once more. 
“Killian’s good you know,” he said, reading my mind. Thank God. “He seems good—happy.”
“Did he ask about us?” I asked. I hated asking Roan for updates on Killian, but it was the only hope I had for any kind of information. It killed me more than I wanted to admit. Quieter, I added, “About me?”
I probably sounded pathetic, but I didn’t care. I missed my brother. 
“He doesn’t talk about Cedar Harbor, Dec,” Roan told me. He sat up swiftly and set his empty beer on the table. “He may be doing okay, but I think this place holds a lot of hard memories for him.”
“I know.” I didn’t blame him for that. Even if I didn’t know what happened between him and Ginny. Killian was the hunker-down and get-through-it type. The allegations around town had been that Killian was caught abusing Ginny—something I knew he wasn’t capable of. Still, he never said a thing about the matter. When her dad publicly accused him of being a wife-beating racist, Killian said nothing. When he lost his job as a police officer and couldn’t get another job anywhere else, Killian still said nothing. When we tried talking to him, he remained silent on the whole thing and asked us to respect that. We did. 
But then, Ginny ended up being rushed to the hospital three towns over, and Killian vanished. I never understood why, and neither of them said anything about what happened. Killian never came home, and he rarely kept in touch. I wanted to be there for him. I just didn’t know how. 
I took another drink to keep from rubbing my hand over my chest as the ache began to build again. Me not knowing what the hell to do seemed to be a running theme in my life.
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My wolf growled, a sound that echoed deeply in my throat, and toyed with the small creature from a distance. A wicked satisfaction rolled through me when the chipmunk bolted. I tracked its movements as it disappeared between blades of grass and into the shadows of the forest. 
When the first message vibrated my phone against my thigh, I ignored it. I needed the reprieve as I soaked up the quiet and cool weather. Unfortunately, that did nothing to stop my phone from going off on repeat. Excessively.
Good God. I stretched out enough to pull my phone from my pocket. All the messages were from Ginny, and all of them were pictures of the girls at Donna’s in town. Stacey, Ginny, Raven, and Maggie. That last one of Maggie and Raven hugging as they danced made me uncomfortable. Maggie and Raven getting close was probably the last thing I needed. There was guaranteed drama to come out of it. 
Unfortunately, from the pictures of Maggie and Raven dancing and taking selfies, that train had long left the station. What was it with women and making friends so damn fast? 
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Oh… fuck. She had us in a group chat. Me, Sam, Lucas, Finn, and Nolan. And that meant I wasn’t the only one staring at pictures of Raven. 
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Oh, she was really drunk. 
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No. No. No. No.
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I would bet my left nut all the Cedar Harbor stories he was referencing only revolved around me and my shit. 
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I snorted, shaking my head as the excuse game started between Nolan and the others. Nolan was notoriously comfortable with being alone and preferred quality time over letting loose. He rarely joined any of our bar-hopping adventures or rare drinking weekends in Olympia. We never minded, specifically tailoring at least half our nights out and weekend outings around things we knew he’d enjoy. Truthfully, the older I got, the more I appreciated my baby brother’s desire for calm and quiet over raging hangovers. 
Sam, however, enjoyed poking the wolf a little bit when it came to Nolan’s excuses. Mostly because he was crap at coming up with them.
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I laughed. We’d tried once. The five of us had crammed into a bar booth with too much beer and tried to help write a sex scene for one of Nolan’s books. We were shit at writing. It was horrible. Admittedly, Nolan was a damn good writer. We’d all read his books. There was no way any of us could compare to the magic he created with words. 
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No, they didn’t. They definitely did not need to do that. Why had I told her to go out with Ginny again? 
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I groaned, and my head tipped back against the chair. My eyes slid shut while the messages continued to pop up. Fuck me. Nolan was my favorite. After their pending shenanigans tonight, Lucas, Finn, and Sam could all go shove it. 
It was a damn good thing I was going drinking because I fucking needed it. 





CHAPTER 29
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RAVEN
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Donna’s Dive was a wild adventure of a bar compared to the rest of Cedar Harbor. It was loud and fun with low lighting, lots of seating, and a little dance floor. The music choice of the night was country music, and my whole body vibrated with it as I tossed back another shot. I grimaced as it went down, but damn it, I was determined to chase away the thoughts of the snake that had been living in my house. 
Stacey was again dressed to impress in a satin emerald top, black leather pants painted on her long legs, and heels so high I was dying to know how she could walk in them. There was no way in hell I’d be able to. Her hair and makeup were so on point you could cut someone with them. Ginny wasn’t quite as made up, but she was still dressy comparatively with her jeans and pink blouse.
Meanwhile, I rocked a black and white striped sweater long enough to hide my hands in and a pair of cutoff jean shorts. At least my Chucks were clean. I’d even done something with my hair and makeup. That counted for something. Maggie Flemming had equally dressed down in faded jeans, gym shoes, and a purple sweater with a hole in one sleeve that she kept shoving her thumb through. Her tousled hair and bare minimum makeup made me not feel so bad about not trying as hard. 
Their bubbly personalities and far too many shots of tequila made the night go down easy. I was flying high and so happy I’d gone out, even if it’d been because the day had been awful. 
“Okay! Okay, okay, okay!” Stacey clapped her hands together. “Listen! Listen! Just listen!”
“We are!” Ginny and I exclaimed together, devolving into a fit of giggles as we did. 
“Okay, okay,” she continued, licking her perfectly colored lips. Note to self: find out what shade she was wearing. It was stunning. “We need to find someone for Raven. She already rode a hot lumberjack in some other town, and cowboys are in short supply.”
I snorted into my water at the image of Connor covered in dirt with his damn hat on popping into my head. 
“Connor has a cowboy hat,” Maggie offered up. 
“She doesn’t like dogs,” Stacey announced. 
“But he’s not a dog,” I retorted. Why did that matter? I liked Declan anyway. It wasn’t like I was looking. He’d just fallen into my lap. Well, I was in his lap the first time. That thought made me grin stupidly. 
“No, but Connor has like a million dogs,” she told me. “You’d literally be dating him and his dogs.”
“You could date Nolan and his cats,” Maggie said. 
“Are those my options?” I demanded. “Men with animals? Is that what dating is like these days?” 
“Oh! Road trip!” she practically shouted instead. “We could take a girl’s trip to… whatever state has cowboys and rope her up one!”
“Or let one rope her up,” Ginny said. I lost it, laughing hard. 
“No! No rope!” I said loudly. Probably too loudly. She shushed me and grabbed my arm. I whispered, still too loud, “No rope! It’s not my thing! Besides, I don’t need anyone right now!”
That was a lie. The drunker I got, the more I wanted to call Declan and proposition that magic dick of his. His perfect… everything was cemented in my mind, and my core ached with a need only he could satisfy. But I kept that comment to myself. 
“Same,” Ginny agreed, nodding hard. 
“Well, I don’t need one, but I think a road trip sounds fun,” Maggie commented. 
“I have Lucas,” Stacey said with a proud little smile. “I’m good with having a hot fireman in my bed who listens to every word I say.”
“Wait, you have a man who listens?” I gasped dramatically. “They exist?” 
“Ladies, let me tell you,” she began, “Lucas Finley Byrne is now and forever will be the absolute best damn listener on the planet. That man clings to my every word like it’s gospel. And he’s damn good in bed.”
“That’s got to be the Byrne thing.” Maggie grinned wide and leaned over the table. In unison, we all leaned closer. Girl pow-wow time. No one could know our secrets, even if we were talking loud as hell. “Diana swears up and down Sam has ruined her for all future men. Ella and Valerie both say Finn’s tongue is God’s gift to women. And I’ve told you all about how gentle and attentive Declan is in bed.”
Wait… what? That last sentence caught me off-guard. It wasn’t like I expected him to be celibate by any means. Maybe I just wasn’t expecting it from her. 
“So, you and Lucas, and you and Declan.” I casually pointed between the two women. I was inappropriately fishing for information on Maggie and Declan. I should’ve stopped, but the alcohol was making all the decisions for me. 
“Are you and Declan back together?” Stacey demanded as she ignored me and gave Maggie all her focus. “Did he come to his senses yet?”
“I asked him to dinner the other day,” she replied. “And he said yes.” 
My heart sank, and my stomach dropped. Of course, he wasn’t single. I kept my face carefully composed despite rolling through all our little conversations and interactions in my head. Had he and her been together when he and I met? Was he just toying with me? I hated keeping my face composed when I just wanted to hit my head on the table. Of course, Declan Byrne was too damn good to be true.
“Boy needs to just put a ring on it already,” Ginny said. 
“Amen!” Stacey high-fived her. 
I had no right to be jealous… no right… no right. I groaned quietly. Jealously was a stupid little thing considering he wasn’t mine to begin with. 
“Speaking of Byrnes!” Ginny practically shouted as she bounced and clapped giddily in her chair. Three men walked through the door. The first one through the door was obviously Lucas Byrne—his firefighter shirt gave him away. He was broad-shouldered and muscular with tanned skin, wild auburn hair, and a beard in need of taming. The two behind him were almost identical with their dark hair, lean frames, and heavy five-o’clock shadows. The whole lot of them were ridiculously rugged and right up there with the panty-melting looks. Seriously! What were they feeding the Byrne men? 
Stacey squealed and nearly toppled out of her stool with excitement. She rushed across the room and threw herself into Lucas’ arms for a very public display of affection. When she licked his ear, I cringed. Oh, she really liked him. I looked away when her tongue entered his mouth. Nope. Didn’t want to be a part of that.
“Stacey has no shame,” Maggie whispered. Her stool scraped hard across the floor as she scooted closer. “They’re a very here-and-now thing, so she’s very into making the most of her time with him. You get used to them.”
“I don’t want to get used to her tongue in him… on him… everywhere.” I shuddered. PDA didn’t bother me, but the two of them needed to get a room if they kept doing what they were doing. “Obviously Lucas. And the other two are—”
“Long hair is Sam, shorter hair is Finn,” Ginny told me with a grin. As Sam drew near, she shouted, “My boys!”
“Ladies!” Sam greeted with a wide grin. Maggie got up to hug him while Ginny grabbed his shirt and yanked him down to her level, kissing his cheek. She did the same to Lucas when he came near and playfully smacked him on the chin. 
“Hey!” Lucas exclaimed. “What the hell was that for?”
“Behave, shithead,” Ginny ordered. “Keep your tongue in your mouth, will you? We have company!”
“Right!” Sam said and pointed at me. “I don’t know this face.”
“I like this face!” I replied and smacked my cheeks harder than I meant to. Oh, that hurt. I rubbed at my stinging skin, pouting. “Ow…”
“Maybe don’t do that.” He laughed. “Sam Byrne. Finn and Lucas.”
“Raven. Brooklyn house because everybody brings up the house.”
“Is the house haunted?” Lucas asked. When he plopped down onto a stool, Stacey balanced on his knee. Our table was small, and even as we shifted to be more accommodating, we didn’t fit without rubbing shoulders. Cozy. The word was cozy. We were all so damn cozy with one another. Unfortunately, it left me to get real cozy with Maggie, and I still didn’t know how I felt about that. 
“There was a snake in the closet,” I said loudly when I realized everyone was staring expectantly at me. “And a hole in the floor of the closet.”
“No shit,” Finn replied. He whistled. “How big was the snake?”
I held my hands out… and then a little wider… and a little wider. Okay, maybe I was exaggerating in my drunkenness. The boys laughed while Ginny grabbed my hands and pushed them back together. 
“Like that?” she asked.
“No…” I scrutinized the space as she and I went back and forth adjusting the size. “It was such a big snake, Ginny. I don’t like snakes.”
“I know, baby,” Ginny crooned. She stroked my hair as I rested my head on her shoulder. It was the fourth time I’d told the story that night. I didn’t care. Snakes sucked. 
“I don’t like dogs, either.” I sighed. Across the table, Lucas choked on the sip of vodka he’d taken from Stacey’s drink. He thumped his fist to his chest while Finn gripped his shoulder for support. He and Sam were laughing so hard that Sam was nearly in tears. 
“I’m sorry, what?” Lucas managed to croak out. 
“I don’t like dogs!” I exclaimed. They only laughed harder. Damn men. 
“I can’t!” Finn wheezed. 
“Can’t what?” 
Oh, that voice. My stomach fluttered as my gaze left the three men and trailed upward to where Declan towered over them. His dark gaze held mine for the briefest moment while I offered a tight-lipped smile. I was all too aware of how Maggie lit up next to me and forced myself to look away. 
“What’re we laughing at?” Declan asked, dropping a hand to Sam’s shoulder. 
“She doesn’t like dogs.” Sam’s face looked ready to break under his stupidly big smile. “She doesn’t like dogs, Dec!”
I really didn’t understand what was so funny about the matter.
“I’ve heard,” Declan said. “It’s not a big deal. I don’t like snakes.”
“Or things in the ocean like dolphins,” I stated. 
“You don’t like dolphins?” Maggie frowned. “Why didn’t I know this?”
“When was the last time you two went to the ocean?” Stacey countered. “The furthest you two have ever gone together is Olympia.”
“No, we visited Vancouver once,” Maggie shot back. 
Of course, they went on vacation together. Why wouldn’t they? I shifted in my stool, feeling uncomfortably warm. Jealousy, disappointment, drunken anger… whatever it was, it made my stomach turn. 
“That’s nowhere near the ocean,” Declan replied. 
“Sit!” Ginny drummed her hands on the table. “Let’s find you a place to sit!”
“Here.” For as much as I didn’t want to, I stood up. Maybe it was petty, but he could spend the night next to Maggie. “Take mine. I’m going to make friends with Sam and his mean comments about me and dogs.”
Before Declan could argue, I yoinked a stool from another table and made my way around the table. Maggie was all too happy to accommodate the space. For a moment, he didn’t move and simply watched me. I arched a brow, silently challenging him to say something. 
He didn’t. 
“Oh, it’s not mean!” Sam teased. He scooted over enough for me to squeeze in next to him. “I just think you’re the first person I’ve ever met who doesn’t like dogs.”
“Well, you need to meet more people,” I announced. I tried very hard to ignore the weight of Declan’s stare as he watched me. While I threw back the rest of my drink, I flagged down the server for another round. I was going to need it. 
Stupid jealousy. 
Stupid man. 
[image: image-placeholder]The thing about hanging out with a long-established group of friends when you were the new person is that they fell into their old routines very quickly. I couldn’t keep up with them. I didn’t have the stories or the knowledge or anything to hold my own. It became very easy to sit there with a drink in my hand and listen. 
Though, I wasn’t paying attention to anything except to how Maggie’s arm kept ending up looped through Declan’s no matter how many times he casually disengaged from her. I couldn’t tell from the silent ways he removed her hand from his thigh or kept repositioning himself to put space between them whenever she leaned into him if he wasn’t into her or if he just didn’t like PDA. 
My head spun, and it had nothing to do with the alcohol. 
When the song changed to something slower, I sighed and shut my eyes. I loved this song. The soft melody comforted me. 
“Take a break with me,” Sam said, pulling me from my thoughts. I opened one eye to find him holding out a hand. “Dance with me. You clearly like the song, and you haven’t said a word in over an hour.” 
Oh, why the fuck not? If Declan could sit there with his whatever Maggie was, I could go dance with his brother. I wasn’t about to Byrne-hop, but one dance away from the table sounded like a reprieve. 
“Oh, yes!” I realized I was scrutinizing him instead of answering. I plopped my hand in his and let him pull me to my feet. “Why not?”
Sam guided me across the bar to the little dance floor. We weaved around the other couples swaying until he found a spot. His hand fell into the safe zone between my ribcage and my hip while he placed some distance between us.
And Sam Byrne danced. The man didn’t sway. Sober me would’ve been impressed. Drunk me stared at our feet not knowing how to keep up. 
“Maggie’s been talking about him again, hasn’t she?” he asked. I stopped to stare at him. His hand nudged my hip gently. “Keep dancing, Raven. It’s weird to just stand on a dance floor.” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” That was a terrible answer to go with. 
“One, Declan told me everything about the first time you two met,” Sam began quietly. “And two, you don’t have to worry about Maggie.”
“He can have Maggie,” I snapped. I didn’t want to talk about this with him. “It’s not like he and I are anything anyway. I’m just some girl from a bar who’s now his boss.”
“I think that’s selling yourself a little bit short.”
“To each his own… or something like that. I’m not jealous.”
“I never said you were.” He chuckled. “I do have to say though, people don’t move to Cedar Harbor.”
“I did.”
“I know. But normal people don’t do that. Not jobless people anyway,” he continued. My gaze drifted up from our feet to catch his gaze. His expression was unreadable and those tell-all Byrne blue eyes were locked on me as if studying my every reaction. “The only people moving here are people getting jobs in the mill expansion. Everyone else gets out of Cedar Harbor. It’s a good town, but it’s a small town. We’re so fucking small that you can’t find us on most maps.”
“And?” There had to be some point in all his ramblings.
“People don’t move to small towns for no reason, Raven,” Sam stated. “People who end up in forgotten places like this are usually people looking to be forgotten.” 
“Ask your question, Sam,” I said without an ounce of humor in my voice. He was teetering on the edge of something. 
“Declan’s a good man who doesn’t need to be tangled up in whatever stupid shit brought you here,” he replied. I stopped dancing. He didn’t want to dance to take a break. He did so because he wanted to figure out my angle. “He’s the best of the best, and he likes you. I don’t want to see him hurt because of whatever shit is going on in your life.” 
My expression hardened and I stepped out of his hold. 
“For your information, that shit as you call it… is that my husband died.” My eyes stung, and I could feel tears begin to gather on my lower lashes. I blinked rapidly. Damn it. The dance floor of a bar wasn’t the place to unleash all my feelings. It was apparently the place for my tongue to do some running on its own though. His mouth opened but closed just as quickly. I demanded, “Not what you were expecting, was it? I came to a quiet little town in the middle of nowhere because I wanted to start over. Is that okay? Do I need your permission for that? My husband died, and I don’t even know how to turn off the fucking water in my house! So, maybe I am the weird kind of person who moves somewhere completely forgotten. That’s not a crime. I don’t have some stupid angle, not that it even matters.”
I resisted wiping my face as my cheeks burned with the flood of emotion. 
“Raven, I’m sorry,” Sam whispered. 
“You don’t get to do that,” I snapped angrily. “You don’t get to go at people and then apologize when it’s not the answer you expected. You don’t know what you don’t know for a reason! I shouldn’t have to justify anything to you.” 
“Okay,” he said. He reached for my shoulder, but I stepped away. 
“I think I’m done dancing. I’m going to the bathroom.” I walked away before he could say anything. One quick glance over my shoulder told me he was smart enough not to follow. Just as a few stray tears rolled down my cheeks, I managed to lock myself in the bathroom. I leaned against the door. 
Was I crying because I’d brought up Liam? I didn’t think so. At least, not all of it. Was I even angry with Sam for trying to look out for his brother? Or was I mad at Declan for all his shit? The tension, the flirting, the moments. Opening up to the idea of being with someone was hard enough, but this? I didn’t want this. I didn’t have the whole story, I knew that, but I knew I didn’t want the painful, jealous ache festering its way into my chest. Not over a man I barely knew. 
That stupid man shouldn’t be allowed to make me feel this way. 





CHAPTER 30
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I should’ve told her about Maggie before ever suggesting she hang out with Ginny.
The thought ran on rampant replay in my head as Raven waited there with a stool in her hands and one brow arched. Those whiskey eyes pinned me where I stood as she challenged me to say something about offering me her seat next to Maggie. She knew, and I could only imagine what Maggie had said. 
Fuck. 
I took her offer because I didn’t know what else to do. It left me far too close to Maggie for my comfort. I weaseled my way out of every small gesture of affection she doted on me. Across the table, Raven was lost as the sweeping conversation continued around her. I did my best to keep up, but I struggled to focus on anything but her. 
It killed me. Dozens of things ran through my head. Things I wanted to say, to explain, to make her understand. The quiet look of defeat on her face as she resigned herself to the idea of Maggie and me was painful. It gnawed at my stomach and made my chest ache. 
Across the table, I watched as Sam held out a hand to Raven.
“Dance with me. You clearly like the song, and you haven’t said a word in over an hour.” 
The idea of her dancing with Sam—even when I knew he wouldn’t try anything—bothered me. I wanted that to be me. 
“Oh, yes!” Raven exclaimed and dropped her hand into his with a smile. I hated that her smile was for him. I only had me to blame for it but damn it. “Why not?”
My gaze followed her back until I lost them on the dance floor. Next to me, Maggie leaned against my shoulder. 
“Is it just me? Or are they stupid cute together?” she asked, her breath hot against my ear. I shifted enough to remove her from me. Her brows came together, and her head tilted to the side curiously. “Declan? What’s wrong?”
“You have to stop,” I told her in as quiet a voice as I could muster. I didn’t want to embarrass her, either. Not in front of her friends. “Hands off, please.”
She looked like she wanted to argue but said nothing. I knew enough to know she would when we were alone. If I was never alone with her, it'd never be an issue. She slid over enough to put a good inch or two between us while giving Stacey the full of her attention. I sighed with a mixture of relief and annoyance while I fell back to being stuck in my head. 
When Sam returned from the dance floor alone, I didn’t have to ask to know something was wrong. His shoulders were rigid, and his expression drawn tight. Still, he didn’t say a word and plastered on a smile when he saw me watching.
“What’d you do?” Ginny demanded as he sat down. 
“What the hell makes you think I did anything?” Sam shot back. 
“This,” she gestured wildly to the entirety of his face and smacked him accidentally in the process, “has always given you away. You have the worst poker face on the planet.”
“Or maybe I have the best poker face because you think I can’t hide my—ow!” His hand flew up when she hit him upside the head. “What the hell was that for?”
“Somhairle Hannigan Byrne,” Ginny chastised, and I snorted at his full name. Ginny may not have been our mom, but shit, she could’ve been with the way she handled us. “What’d you do to Raven?”
“Fine,” Sam grumbled. “I may have… messed up a little bit. I didn’t know.”
“The thing got brought up, didn’t it?” Her eyes narrowed. 
What thing? It was like school all over again. I wanted to know what the thing was.
Sam took hold of her upper arm and pulled her close, leaning in to whisper something in her ear. Drunk Ginny had no control over her facial expressions. If looks could kill, Sam would’ve been dead. She spoke furiously in his ear, and I was tempted to lean into my wolf to eavesdrop. I shouldn’t and wouldn’t, but I was tempted. They argued back and forth for minutes before she finally seemed satisfied with whatever he’d said. 
However, the glare she sent in my direction wasn’t encouraging. She slid out of her chair and rounded the table. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders from behind, and she squeezed tight. I patted her forearm. 
“What’re we doing, Ginny?” I asked. 
“I’m normally on your side,” she began quietly in my ear so I only I could hear, “but I promise you, Declan Byrne, if you fuck with Raven, I’ll hurt you. You know I’ll do it too. The woman’s gone through enough without you screwing with her heart. Am I clear?”
Not even in the slightest. What the hell was she talking about?
“Yeah,” I said. 
“Sam said she went to the bathroom, but he also said she was upset. Go check on her,” she whispered. I started to pull away, but she dragged me right back. “And good for you.”
Good was probably an understatement for whatever was going on between Raven and me. 
I nodded as she gave me a peck on the cheek before flitting back to her spot. Without waiting, I excused myself from the table and made my way through the bar. The back hallway was empty, and the only crappy bathroom in the place was too. I hadn’t seen her at the bar or anywhere else. She’d probably snuck out the back door when no one was looking—something I’d done many times in the past. Jimmy’s laid-back bar scene with Martin, Arnie, and George was one thing. Donna’s was always too chaotic for me. 
What the hell had Sam said to upset her so much? 
I found Raven wandering down Main. Well, stumbling was more like it. Swaying? She was on both feet but barely. And she was angry mumbling. Fantastic. 
“Raven,” I said as I hurried to catch up with her. 
“You,” she replied with something like contempt or frustration in her voice. Whatever it was, it was nothing in comparison to the flash of anger in those whiskey eyes when she rounded on me. I hated that look. She tipped sideways and slipped off the curb. I grabbed her by the arm, pulling her upright. “I’m fine, I’m fine.” 
“I know.”
“I’m a damsel, I’m pretty, and I’m not in distress!” Raven exclaimed as she yanked free of my hold. She stomped her foot and stood taller. “I can walk myself home.”
As if to prove she could, she pointed down the street. 
“Honey, your house is that way.” I pointed in the other direction. 
“Is it really?” she demanded with a frown. I nodded. “Damn it.”
“Let me drive you home, Raven,” I said quietly. I liked that idea a whole lot better than her wandering around the forest drunk. It wasn’t safe, even if there wasn’t something unnatural in the woods.  
Her lips pressed together tightly, and her eyes narrowed as she considered me. A heartbeat stretched between us. And another. Every thump was loud in my ears as I watched the wheels turning in her head. 
“Counteroffer,” Raven began slowly. “You walk me home, and we talk.” 
Talk. God, I hoped to hell she was better at talking than Maggie. Most of my ‘let’s talk’ conversations with Maggie came with a laundry list of things wrong with me. 
“Okay,” I agreed. I motioned down the street in the direction we needed to go and let her take the lead. She fell quiet as we made our way down Main, fiddling with the edges of her sleeves. I gave her space and waited. Eventually, she’d ask what she wanted to know. She had to take the lead here before I started spewing stupid shit.
Streetlights faded, brick turned to gravel, and the heavy darkness of the night pressed in around us. I felt her step closer to my shoulder. My wolf stirred, and I dipped into its sense. The sounds of the night picked up, mingling with the rapid beating of her heart. Fuck, she was anxious. 
“Were you with Maggie when we slept together?” Raven asked quietly. Before I could answer, she continued rambling. Her usual wit and banter were gone, replaced by intense emotion. “I don’t care what you choose to do with your time. It’s your life to make mistakes. I’m not judging you. I just don’t want to be the woman you make mistakes with. I just need to know if I’m about to spend the rest of my life making it up to her. I won’t tell her. I promise. I just—”
“There’s nothing to tell, Raven,” I interrupted when she began to stumble over her words. “Maggie and I haven’t dated in three years.”
“But? There’s a but in there I can tell.”
“But,” I sighed, “Maggie and I have been on and off since we were sixteen. She’s the only woman I’ve ever dated. This is honestly the longest separation we’ve ever had.”
“Are you getting back together with her?” Her arm brushed mine as she stepped closer. The darkness pushed her to do so, but I liked it. I liked having her close enough to touch. Close enough to protect. “She said you agreed to go out with her.”
Fuck. Of course, she had.
“She asked if I wanted to get dinner as friends some time to catch up,” I explained. “And I told her I’d think about it. But I’m also the only person she’s ever seriously dated as well, so I guess I can understand her confusion.”
And I needed to fix it. I avoided intentionally hurting people however I could, but I also knew it meant I was bad at situations like what I had with Maggie. That was my fault. It was something I needed to figure out how to best handle. 
“Do you want to?” Raven asked. “Get back together with her?”
“No,” I told her. I smiled as I said the following words, “There’s this incredible woman who bought the worst house in Cedar Harbor. She’s taken up a permanent residence in my head. I couldn’t get rid of her, even if I wanted to.” 
“Oh.” Her response was flatter than I’d hoped, which didn’t bode well for whatever was going on in her head. “And if I told you I was someone’s wife…” 
That stopped me in my tracks. Here I was trying to make sure she understood that Maggie wouldn’t be an issue and she was someone’s wife? Her speech about my choices made no sense. She kept her back to me as she sighed heavily, her head tipping back to stare up at the sky. 
“I don’t know why it’s so hard to tell you,” Raven whispered. Please, just say whatever it was. The waiting sucked. “I practically yelled it at your brother on the dance floor. But you… I like the way you look at me. I don’t want that to change.”
“I don’t know what to say, Raven.” 
“I know. You asked me why I came to Cedar Harbor, why that stupid broken house,” she continued. “The truth is my husband died a year and a half ago. I don’t know what to do with myself. I meant what I said, Declan, I’m trying to find myself. I met him when I was eighteen. He was the only person I’ve been in a relationship with. The only person I’ve ever really known, you know?”
Out of all the things she could’ve said, that wasn’t what I expected. She didn’t have to go further into it. While I couldn’t be in her shoes, I’d seen Mom go through it. That kind of heartbreak was irreparable. 
“I understand that,” I replied softly. All I wanted to do was wrap her up in my arms and hold her. I didn’t though. 
“Even though we lived in the city, he was an avid hiker. He went every week. He said it was nice to get out of the industrial jungle and connect with nature.” She laughed, the sound wet. She swiped at her cheeks, and I couldn’t stand the distance any longer. I wrapped my arms around her shoulders to pull her back to my chest, holding on tight. “I swear I’m getting better with it.”
“You don’t have to get better with it,” I said. 
“I can’t paint anymore,” Raven murmured. “My whole life I’ve been painting. I was a gallery painter in New York. It was this dinky hole-in-the-wall gallery with regular clients. It was everything I’d worked for. Even after we moved to Chicago, my clients still ordered art, and I built new ones. I’ve never not painted. I love… loved painting. I don’t know. I think I still love painting. I want to still love painting, but I can’t do it. Not like I used to.”
She fell silent, lost in her thoughts, and I let her. This was all her. I didn’t know what the right thing to say was. In the quiet, she pulled away. Her hand found mine, lacing around my fingers as she resumed walking. 
“I’ve lived a very long life in the last year and a half,” Raven said. “I’ve mourned, I’ve traveled, I’ve eaten too much food, I’ve cried more than any human being should cry in a single day… I might not have myself figured out yet, but I do know some things. I know that I like you. Maybe it’s weird to like the guy you randomly hooked up with once but whatever. I’m not exactly living a normal life anymore. I’m not made of the back-and-forth game. I deserve more. I deserve better. Liam and I were together since we were eighteen, so I get what it’s like to be entangled so intricately with someone. I get it if you pick Maggie. I wouldn’t even be upset… maybe I’d be a little bit upset, but I’d get it. I’m rambling.”
“It’s okay,” I whispered, the words sticking in my throat. I tried my best to not get ahead of what she was saying, but I could feel her slipping away with every sentence she said. The worst part was she wasn’t even mine to lose. I was so wrapped up in the risks and the dynamics of what we were that I couldn’t move forward. Was I going to lose the chance for good?
“You need to make a choice, Declan. I’m not saying I’m not okay, but my heart’s fragile,” she stated. “I can’t be played with. If you don’t know, that’s okay. But just tell me. If you don’t want me, just tell me. If you’re not ready to let Maggie go, just tell me. I just… I guess I just need to know.”
“Raven—”
“Don’t tell me right now. Don’t tell me tonight. I just want to go home. It’s been a long night.”
“Okay.” I nodded. Getting her home I could do. The rest, I’d address tomorrow. 
“I need one more thing,” Raven said, her voice barely audible even in the utter quiet of the woods. Her hand dragged me to a stop as we came to the end of her drive, and I let go of her. She closed the distance between us and threw her arms around my shoulders, her mouth seeking out mine in a kiss that caught me off-guard.
Her tongue swept over mine, unforgiving and demanding. The tiniest of moans passed through her. The sound shot straight through my core like lightning, and I hauled her to me. Her every curve molded perfectly to my body. She was soft and warm as my hands skimmed the length of her back and tangled in her hair. Her scent wrapped me up in a blanket of sweet orange and vanilla that made the world disappear. She was all-consuming and didn’t even know it.
It was short-lived and taunting as she dropped back down to her feet. She slipped out of my arms with ease. We were breathless, she was flushed, and I was grinning in a way I couldn’t help.
“I think I need a waffle too,” she muttered with absolutely no regard for kissing me. With a simple wave, she wandered down her drive. I watched every swaying step she took until she disappeared around the side of her house. Desperately, I wished I was the one getting her a damn waffle before taking her to bed. 
She needed to know what I was feeling, but deep down, despite all the anxious thoughts and worries, I already knew. No matter what happened, I was already hers.
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“Talk me out of it,” I said when Sam answered the phone. I didn’t give a fuck about the loud music or chaos in the background. I needed his help figuring out the thoughts in my head as I left Raven’s house.
“Thanks for ditching me with all the drunk people,” Sam replied instead. “It’s nice to hear from you too, fucker. Do you know what it’s like trying to keep Ginny in her clothes once she’s beyond drunk?”
On any other given day, I would’ve laughed, but I needed Sam to focus. 
“Sorry,” I replied. “Talk me out of it.”
“Talk you out of what?”
“Talk me out of dating Raven. Tell me I’m a fucking moron for wanting her. Tell me she’s better off without me.”
“Oh, shit. Hold on—hey, shithead! Get your tongue out of her mouth and watch Ginny, will you? I need a smoke break.”
“You should text Nolan to get Ginny,” I told him. If anyone could get a drunk Ginny to shut down for the night, it was Nolan. 
“I planned to, and then you called,” he stated. A door slammed shut, and Sam sighed into the quiet outside the bar. “All right, what’s going on?”
“I need you to talk me out of asking Raven on a date,” I repeated. 
“Declan, she’s human.” Those two words were exactly what I needed: a reminder that she was a human and I was a wolf. Sometimes, I needed him to say the words I struggled to say. He continued, “Don’t get ahead of me. I’m not saying you shouldn’t date her. Hell, I think you should.”
“You do?” 
“I’ve never seen you so wrapped up in a woman, Dec. I think that means something, but you’ve got to think long and hard about the whole thing. It’s nothing like dating Maggie or anyone else in the pack. If things get serious between you and her, at some point, it’ll get messy. You’d have to petition the pack to tell her. Let’s say they let you, would she take it well? Would she not? Could she keep our secret?” Sam asked. “What if the pack says no? Are you going to break up with her? Leave her? Or would you give up your life here and give up the pack for her?”
“Fuck,” I grumbled. “I hate this.”
“I know, but you have to ask yourself if you’re willing to risk everything for her,” he said. “If you pick her, you’d lose everything you’ve built your life on: your business, your pack, your home. You’re stuck with us because we don’t give a fuck where you go. We’ll come to visit, but you wouldn’t be able to come home. If you pick the pack, you could lose her. You could break her heart.”
“I’m so fucking selfish,” I replied, running a hand through my hair. 
“But is she worth it?” Sam pushed. “That’s the only question you have to ask yourself: is she worth the risk?”
She was. In my heart, I knew she was. I just wasn’t sure I could face everything else that notion meant.
“If it was Sloane, what would you do?”
“I’d risk it all, even if there was a sliver of a chance at a future with her.” The conviction in his voice told me he meant it. Like he’d thought about the question a million times over. “And, Dec, I know we’re supposed to go hiking next Sunday, but I can’t make it. You need to find something else to fill your day. I hear there are some great activities for two people to do in Olympia. I’m sure you could kill some time there.”
Indiscreet idiot. I grinned, deeply appreciating what he was trying to do. 
“Thanks, Sam,” I said. 
“Anytime. I have idiots to go wrangle and get home. You tell me if you need anything else.”
“I will. Night, Sam.” 
I hung up and pocketed my phone. I was in over my head with Raven, and I knew that. But I also knew despite everything, I wanted her. I wanted to be with her. Time didn’t seem to factor logically into it all. It was as natural as instinct. She was the only thing that made sense as my world pivoted around her. 
My wolf surged inside me as I neared town, fighting fiercely to get out. I faltered and lost my step. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, prickling with the sensation of danger. An uncontrollable growl rumbled in my throat. 
I fell harder into whatever my wolf was trying to tell me. 
The world opened up. 
The darkness lit up as everything became sharper and more vivid. 
The scent of woods and water mingled with that of people and food. 
The rustling of grass was prominent, dirt and gravel crunching together, and animals skittering through the woods. 
There.
At the edge of the woods, I heard it. 
Heavy breathing and powerful footfalls. 
Barely clinging to the control I had over my wolf, I took careful steps to see past the last line of houses. The yard spilled out into the woods, the trees high and the underbrush thick. The shadows were still.
Except one. 
My growl deepened when a wolf stepped to the edge of the forest. My breath hitched in my throat, and my muscles tensed painfully tight while my heart hammered in my chest. Nothing could’ve prepared me for that moment. 
Never had I seen a wolf so big. 
Dark eyes watched me close as long fangs were bared, its hackles raised. Fur nearly white bristled as it stood taller. The rumble of its warning reverberated in the air around me, vibrating over my skin. 
It took everything in my power not to move. 
Fuck me. 
I was all too comfortable being a predator. I was a creature of power. 
But right there, I was the prey. One wrong step could set it off. 
Unintimidating. I had to be unintimidating. 
There was no way in hell I’d come out on top if it attacked. It’d snap me in half without even trying. Fear had me rooted in a mixture of fear and awe. My wolf shoved and fought me, desperate to free itself, but I held it back with everything I had. 
How long we stood there, staring at one another across the darkness, I had no idea. Time was immeasurable as it sized me up and tried to figure me out. It was the longest period of time in my life. My every nerve was alive and painfully aware of the danger I was stuck in. 
The wolf turned its snout into the wind and its growling faded. Apparently, I wasn’t a big enough threat to bother with. Thank God. It vanished back into the woods. 
My breath came rushing back to me as I let go of the breath I was holding. My chest tightened something fierce, and there was a definite tremble in my hand as I fumbled to get out my phone. 
Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
“Okay, look. I know you miss—”
“We’re fucked,” I interrupted Sam. Whatever my voice sounded like to him, it was enough to change his tone immediately. 
“What happened—”
“We’re fucked, Sam. If this thing… if it—”
“Declan, take a deep breath,” he ordered. I did as he said, but it didn’t help. “What happened?”
“The wolf that killed the bear is fucking huge, Sam,” I told him, my words jumbling more than I wanted them to. I planted my palm to my chest and rubbed hard, hoping to ease some of the throbbing ache. “Nolan… Nolan’s small, relatively speaking.”
“You saw it? Are you okay? Where was it?”
“Yeah.” Fuck, even I didn’t believe me. My voice was unsteady. “Just… shaken. I’m not far from Main. I caught sight of it between houses. It’s close to town, Sam. Real fucking close. I froze… I just… I fucking froze. I should’ve done…”
What the fuck could I have done? Not a damn thing. There wasn’t a damn thing I could’ve done. 
“No,” Sam snapped. “Don’t start that shit. You did the right thing. This isn’t just a you situation, Dec. Is it still there? Where did it go?”
“I just… it just walked away.”
“You’re okay. That’s all that’s important.” He blew out a shaky breath. 
“I was practically eye level with it, Sam,” I said. “I don’t know how we handle this.”
“Get back to your truck, Dec,” Sam said. “That’s all you do right now. Get back to your truck and call Mom. You better tell me you get home, okay? I’m not leaving this fucking spot until you do. Got it?”
“Okay.” I nodded slowly as if it mattered. He couldn’t see me anyway. “Okay.”
I hung up and committed myself to walking one stiff leg in front of the other. It was about all I had in me. My head stayed on a swivel while I kept a close eye on the woods. I’d be damned if I got caught unaware again. 
My wolf brimmed with anger and fear. It was threatened to its core. That other wolf wasn’t one of ours. It didn’t belong unchecked and wandering in our territory. 
It scared the hell out of me. 
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The First Church of Cedar Harbor was actually the second church in Cedar Harbor. The first had been lost to a massive fire. When he was eight, Lucas had decided the angels needed lighting before he left after a nighttime mass. Except he didn’t tell anyone that he’d lit every goddamn candle in the church. Most people still didn’t know it was his fault the church burned to the ground. He’d been scared shitless that he was going to Hell and no one would ever love him again if he told. I was fairly certain it was the reason he’d become a firefighter, even if he said the two weren’t related. 
I joined the early morning crowd at seven every Sunday. It was the easiest way to go to mass without hindering my work schedule. Sundays were often my most chaotic since everyone was home, and I typically tried not to work on Saturdays. Sometimes I took an extra Sunday off of work and always paid for it the week after. You’d think with as hard as I worked to make sure everything stayed together, things wouldn’t break as easily. 
Bypassing my usual corner in the back of the church, I made my way to the front pew. I was a man on a mission and the back just wouldn’t do. Ginny sat in the front row with a notebook in hand while she furiously scribbled down notes. Her father was the pastor, and she helped out around the church. I couldn’t remember a single time she didn’t have a notebook in hand while at church. Her face lit up with a tired smile as I settled in the pew next to her. 
“How are you feeling after last night?” I asked, grinning as she groaned. 
“Oh, God!” Ginny sighed heavily. “I’m never drinking that much ever again.”
She said that every time. And always did anyway. 
“At least you had fun,” I told her. 
“You never sit up here.”
“I know.” Of course, she’d notice. I didn’t offer up anything else, and she didn’t ask, but she did bump my shoulder affectionately. I was positive she knew why I was up there. Hell, I’d been up most of the night thinking about what my next moves were. 
Mass passed quickly with a focus on choosing strength in the wake of our fears rather than running from them. Karma had this way of smacking me upside the head from time to time. Something I strongly believed was my dad’s way of sticking with me. This was one of those moments. I knew the sermon was for the whole congregation, but the words felt like they were meant for me. It was as if Pastor Goodwin weaseled inside my mind. 
When mass ended, I waited as people filtered out. I only half-heartedly paid attention as I hugged Ginny before she left. It wasn’t uncommon for people to gather on the lawn and chat for a while. I wasn’t one of those people. At least not today. 
No, today I waited for a moment alone. I just needed a few minutes. Just me, my thoughts, and God.
In the quiet, I stepped out of the pew and did the one thing I never thought I’d do: I got down on one knee in front of the altar and the cross like my dad used to. For the first time, it made sense. I wasn’t praying for some nameless, faceless woman. I wasn’t praying for something I was hoping to find. 
I prayed for the woman I couldn’t get out of my head. 
I prayed for the woman I wanted to be with. 
My gaze trailed over the massive cross while words bubbled in my chest. 
“I’ve never been any good at this,” I said. While I kept my voice soft, it still felt as if it echoed off the walls around me. “Half the time I felt like an idiot praying for someone who I wasn’t even sure existed. There’s just something about the idea that she probably wasn’t real… or at least real for me that made it easier to say a few words. But now… I know it’s her. My heart knows it’s her. I can’t deny that, can I? That’s why she’s here… in Cedar Harbor of all places, isn’t it?
“Raven… she’s incredible, which I’m sure you know that.” I was awful at this. “I’m asking… I’ll honestly beg… that you help her with the strength she’ll need to get through this shit with me—sorry, probably shouldn’t swear. I’m not an easy man to love, I get that. This town doesn’t make it easy, the pack doesn’t make it easy… who I am doesn’t make it easy. 
“It comes with risks. She comes with risks,” I whispered. “And wanting her… wanting to be with her does nothing for the well-being of the pack…” 
It felt selfish. Maybe that was why I struggled so hard with it. Picking Raven was selfish. She was far from what I was expected to choose. The risks of choosing her were extraordinarily high, and I knew many would think so. 
And I cared. I did. I cared about what my pack thought, about what my family thought. But fuck if I could just let her go and forget. I couldn’t. 
It wasn’t just that. I didn’t want to. 
“I just know,” I continued with a sigh, “that this is right. That she’s right. I want them to see her the way I see her. I want them to care about her the way I do. I know that’s not something you can do, and I’m not asking. I just… I want this to work. I don’t even know what to ask for… direction? Help me get out of my own way? That’s an entire task in and of itself when you think about it. I know I can be good for her. I know we can be good together. I just… I just need help getting out of my own way. I’m used to doing what I’m supposed to do, but this… I want this for me.”
How many times could I talk myself into a circle? And how long before God stopped listening to me? It was easier praying when I didn’t have someone specific in mind. This was difficult. There were dozens of little things running through my mind about her, about us, and about how the hell I’d handle all of this. 
“And she’s hurting, even if she hides it well,” I continued. “So, please, help her find peace… peace of mind, peace of heart… whatever it is that she needs to paint again, to feel like herself again. I just want her to be happy. Whatever that looks like. I know I can fix that ridiculous house of hers, but please, help me heal her heart. If there’s nothing else you can do for her, please, help her be happy.”
I was rambling, and I knew it. Okay, not my best work. It was the thought that counted. I was good with my hands, not words. Hopefully, that didn’t matter too much. I was probably being heavily judged for just how crappy I was at trying to pray. Maybe I’d ask Ginny for some direction before I did it again. There wasn’t a whole lot more I could say—at least nothing more I could think of—so I got to my feet. I was halfway down the aisle when I paused and glanced over my shoulder at the cross once more. 
“I’ll get better at this,” I added. “Might take me a few times, so… until next Sunday.”
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Waffles? What the hell was I thinking?
I blew out a frustrated breath of air. That kiss… that man… I wanted more, but instead of saying so, my drunk ass wanted waffles. I picked waffles over the hot lumberjack. 
There had to be something wrong with me. 
I really should’ve invited the hot lumberjack into my house for waffles. 
The worst part of the entire story was that I didn’t even have waffles in my house. I’d gone straight to bed, passing out as I hit my pillow pile. 
Sitting around on my back porch and sulking about Declan, missed waffles, and drunken kisses wasn’t exactly how I wanted to spend my Sunday morning. However, the view from my backyard was to die for. This spot was the perfect little place to get lost in my head. 
Admittedly, I was worried about how Declan would respond. I wasn’t kidding when I said my heart was fragile. I was already so tangled up in him that just the idea of him picking Maggie over me made my heart hurt. I wanted it to be me. I wanted to be the one he chose. 
But I also knew what it was like to be with someone for a glimpse of forever. Liam had been that for me. Maggie was his. That was hard to let go of. I couldn’t blame him if he didn’t. I couldn’t blame him for staying where he was familiar. Risking your heart on someone you barely knew was a terrifying game to play. 
Not a single part of me could blame him if he didn’t pick me. No matter how badly I wished he would. 
“Can I get the keys to move your car?”
The words startled the crap out of me. My eyes flew open, and I chucked the only thing I could get my hands on: my coffee. 
Fortunately for Declan, my aim was shit. 
Unfortunately for me, the last of my coffee now soaked my lawn. 
“Jesus Christ!” I snapped. “How the hell are you so quiet when you walk?” 
“I’m sorry.” Declan chuckled. God, he looked deliciously scrumptious in an open blue flannel shirt over a white t-shirt and those jeans. I could stare at that man’s ass all day. Never had I cared about what a man’s ass looked like, but there was something delightful about how his jeans sculpted to his ass. The man probably did squats. “Raven?”
“I’m sorry, what?” I blinked at him and realized he was still talking while I thought about biting his ass. “I’m not functional before my morning coffee.”
“Go make some more while I move your car?” 
“My last cup is currently fertilizing my overgrown lawn,” I admitted wistfully. “Why are you moving my car? Why are you here?”
“I’m going to cut your lawn,” he said. Of course, he was here for work. My heart sank a little, but I forced a smile. “I figured if I get your lawn cut, the chances of snakes are less. And any ones you do get, you’ll see them right away. You can walk around your yard more comfortably. But I’d like to back the trailer up closer to the house instead of driving my mower over gravel.”
“That makes sense.” It didn’t, but I didn’t know a damn thing about lawnmowers or the logistics of snakes and grass. Instead, I settled on grabbing my keys from the kitchen counter and handing them over. “There’s no room in the garage to park her, but you can just move her in the grass or wherever. Maxine’s a mean old bitch who can take whatever.”
“Maxine?” His lips curved up in a smile that threatened to take me out by the knees. I didn’t even care that he judged me. “You named your car Maxine?”
“You haven’t named your truck?” I countered, and he shook his head. “That’s a shame. I’m going to name your truck.”
“You don’t need to name my truck,” Declan replied. 
“But I want to.” I grinned and enjoyed watching his internal debate on whether or not to let me name his truck. Teasingly, I added, “Oh, come on! I’ll name it something cute like… Reginald or Chester.”
“You’re not naming my truck Reginald,” he called over his shoulder as he strode to my car. 
“Chester it is!” I laughed. His truck would forever be named Chester if I had anything to say about it. 
Would I have anything to say about it? The twinge of distress in my stomach was sudden and fleeting. I couldn’t dwell on it until he said something. And if he didn’t? Well, that’d be an answer enough. Sometimes no words spoke volumes more than paragraphs of them. 
I studied him through the window as he moved around Maxine. Whatever the outcome, I was determined to be okay. This wouldn’t be the thing that derailed me. 
And I almost had myself convinced of that, but the way he looked at me as he walked back to the house with his phone in hand told me I was lying to myself. He had more power over my heart than I could admit out loud. 
“Nolan wants to talk to you,” Declan said and offered me his phone. 
“I really need to get better about charging my phone before I go to bed,” I muttered. For someone who came from a generation where cell phones were a thing, I was very bad at taking care of mine. I put his phone to my ear. “Hello?” 
“Good morning!” Nolan greeted happily. “How are you?”
“Yes, he is that cheerful at all hours in the morning,” Declan whispered all too knowingly. I playfully shoved his shoulder. 
“I’m good, Nolan,” I replied. “How are you?” 
“Happy as a cat with a snack.”
I frowned while Declan chuckled. 
“He gave you the happy as a cat with a snack line, didn’t he?” he asked. I shushed him and tried to push him once more, but he grabbed my hand. His fingers laced through mine, making my heart flutter with excitement. 
“I got up, did my morning run, fed the cats, found a new cat—don’t tell Declan. He’s not fond of my cats,” Nolan rambled. I did my best to pay attention, but my focus was stuck on watching the way Declan’s thumb lazily rubbed mine. For such a simple gesture, it did unspeakable things to me. “I made coffee for the shop, picked up stuff from the bakery, picked up stuff from the diner, Maxwell got stuck on the fire escape, so I had to bring him in, talked to Ginny about the day, and now, I’m getting the shop open. How about you?”
“Oh.” I pursed my lips together. Shit, was I ever unproductive compared to this man. Even Declan had pulled himself together and come over to cut my grass. “I put on clothes, put up my hair, made coffee, and sat outside.”
“That sounds nice,” he said. No, that sounded lazy in comparison. Were the Byrnes all just made of hot and productive genes? “Anyway, I wanted to know if you’d be interested in coming in today to learn how to run the shop?”
“I could do that—”
“Sorry, I wasn’t finished,” Nolan interrupted. “Ginny has church stuff tonight, and I have a family thing, which means there’s no one to watch the shop. I was wondering if you could do it.”
“You… you want me to… what?” I faltered and fumbled over the words, my jaw dropping. “But… what if… what if something breaks?”
“Don’t touch the sink,” Declan teased. I glared at him, but the expression faded quickly as he brushed his lips over my fingertips. My stomach tightened and warmed under the minimal contact. There were at least half a dozen other places I wanted him to put that mouth of his.
“I think you’d have to try hard to break something.” Nolan’s voice yanked me out of the downright sinful thoughts I was having of his brother. “Honestly, you’ll end up with a few high school kids who come in for coffee while they study, and that’s it. Sunday nights are really quiet. And I’ll have my phone on me if you need me.”
“Can I have your number?” I asked dumbly. 
“Yes, I’ll make sure you have my number. And I’ll be with Declan, so you can call him too. I can also give you my mom’s number if that helps.”
“I don’t think I’ll need your mom’s number.” I frowned. That seemed a bit excessive. Probably. Shit, I hadn’t even started officially, and he wanted me to watch the shop for him. I was going to panic. “Yeah, I can do that.”
I wasn’t as confident about it as I sounded. 
“Thanks, Raven,” Nolan said. “Tell you what. Meet me at the diner around one. I’ll treat you to lunch, and we’ll go to the shop afterward.”
“Okay,” I tried to reply, but he’d already hung up on me. I gave Declan his phone, saying, “He’s a busy little one, isn’t he?”
“Nolan’s always been on the go ever since he could walk,” Declan replied. He stepped closer, resting one boot on the bottom step. His body bracketed mine as I slipped down one more stair to be closer to him. My body flushed head-to-toe in a cascade of warmth just from the nearness of him. His gaze dropped to where our hands were linked as he toyed with my fingers. “I thought about what you said last night. I was up all night thinking about what you said, and you’re right. It’s not fair to you if I’m not honest about where my head’s at.” 
I swallowed hard. 
“I’d like to date you, Raven… to take you out on a date and more,” he whispered, “but if I do that here, I’d have to take the whole damn town with us.”
“That’s a very expensive date,” I said before I could reel in the snarky comment. Thankfully, he smiled slightly.
“It is, but it’s also not fair to you. There’s a reason I go two hours outside of town to drink and let go a little. Gossip is the biggest pastime here, and I hate gossip. I hate being at the center of gossip—”
“Well, you Byrne boys are pretty popular.”
“Exactly,” he agreed. “I can’t get to know you how I’d like if I feel like I’m always looking over my shoulder. This right here, you and me, this is comfortable, but I wouldn’t be if I tried to take you out in town.”
“Okay…” What was he trying to get at? I was a little unsure of what he was trying to say.
“I’d like to date you, but I’d like to ask you for some time,” Declan continued. “I always have one day off work. I’d like to take you out on those days, but I’d like us to go to Olympia. We can make a whole day of it. I want to spend time with just you before it’s you, me, and the entire damn town.”
“So, you want to date me secretly?” My brows came together as I thought about it. It wasn’t what I expected. I wasn’t even sure how to feel about that. 
“Just for now.” He nodded. “If you think Stacey gossips, you haven’t met the old ladies in town. They’ll scare the crap out of you because they have nothing to do with their time but gossip. I just want some time to get to know you.”
“And Maggie?” I asked because we weren’t going to not talk about it. 
“Maggie.” Declan sighed heavily. “I wasn’t lying when I said it was over between me and her, but I hate hurting people. I try my best to make everyone happy. I know that hasn’t led to my best response to her when it comes to what she and I had.”
“You know, sometimes by trying to let people down easy or trying to avoid hurting them, you only end up hurting them more,” I said. 
“I know,” he whispered. “And I need to work on that. I promise I will talk to her, and I promise you don’t have to worry about her.”
Worry about her, no. Feel bad for her, yes. 
“Would we only be a couple if we were in Olympia? Or would it be here too?”
“I’ll be here a lot unless you decide to tear down the whole damn house with Roan and start over,” he told me. “Here, we can be whatever. No one is around. Just give me time to handle the rest. Hell, my mom will have the wedding planned a week after she finds out I’m dating someone. And it’ll be completely sponsored by all Cedar Harbor business owners.” 
“Wedding?” My voice rose an octave. Oh, no, no, no. “No.”
“Yes.” He rolled his eyes. “Believe me, she’s the least intense person in this town. Wait until Esther and Vera get their claws into the knowledge. You might get bedroom advice from those two.”
“Oh?” I giggled. “Maybe it’ll be helpful.”
“They’re in their eighties.”
“Oh…”
“Exactly.”
“Maybe they know something I don’t,” I suggested. 
“No, they know way more than anyone wants to know about,” Declan agreed. “And they will corner you about it when they find out.”
“I can handle them,” I promised. And I could. I was used to juggling bored businessmen needing attention. Spunky old ladies with sex advice? That sounded exciting. 
“But will you?” Declan asked. He watched me closely, and I just knew he was looking for something to give away my answer. “Are you willing to give this a shot with me?”
I didn’t have to think about my answer. 
“I am but under one condition,” I replied. 
“Anything.”
“I want you to at least tell your brothers about me. I don’t want to be a complete secret,” I said. My words made him laugh, and his hand tightened around mine. 
“They already know about you, Raven,” he assured me. “Somewhere between church and breakfast, they knew. Ginny hasn’t gotten the update yet, but she will soon enough. My mom will find out I’m dating someone, but there’s no way I’m giving her your name. She’ll be on your doorstep in seconds flat to introduce herself.”
“I kind of want to meet your mom,” I admitted. The idea of meeting the woman who raised him and his brothers to damn near perfection was enticing. 
“You will.”
“Okay.” Admittedly, the idea of figuring ourselves out without all the drama of everyone around us sounded nice. I just didn’t want to be his dirty secret, but I trusted him. For good measure, I repeated, “Okay. I’m in.”
It felt weirdly like a high school moment of relationship affirmation, but I kind of liked it. I liked knowing where we stood rather than just kind of falling into something without clear expectations. There was something refreshing about not guessing and not questioning. 
“Okay.” He smiled. “I should also let you know that apparently, you’re dating Sam.”
“What?” I exclaimed, and he chuckled. 
“It’s a small town where no one has anything to do,” he told me. “And you two were seen dancing.”
“Oh, well then,” I said. “It’ll be quite the scandal when people realize you and I are dating. Maybe we can turn it into a soap opera! She was with one Byrne while dating another! The horror! The town will never recover!”
Playfully, I fell forward and braced myself on his chest as I feigned my distress. I wasn’t allowed to watch daytime TV anymore. It made me dramatic. 
“If we want to be dramatic, we should set up so they think I’m dating all your brothers,” I told him. “That’ll really keep them guessing. I can be the town harlot in an itty bitty flannel skirt.”
“That damn skirt,” he muttered, the words rumbling through his chest. 
Ah, the skirt comment had gotten to him. I’d wondered about that. I fluttered my eyes at him and smiled. He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. His thumb ran down the side of my neck and left a trail of blazing heat in its wake. With my body pressed against him, I was all too aware of just how close we were. 
My gaze flicked down to his mouth as I remembered the taste of him. Drunk or not, I couldn’t forget. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” Declan whispered. His finger hooked under my chin, and he forced my eyes back up to his. A simple stretch would be all it took for me to kiss him again.  
“Like what?
“Like you want me to kiss you.”
But I wanted that. There was no denying how badly I wanted that. Every molecule in my body thrummed with the desire to do just that. 
“And what’s so wrong with that? “ I asked softly.
“Because,” he began as he leaned into me. His nose grazed the column of my neck, his breath hot against my skin. The aroma of warm bonfires and cedarwood swirled together in an intoxicating combination, making my head spin as the scent of him filled me. I tangled my fingers in the front of his open shirt and clung to him for dear life. His lips brushed the spot just under my ear. “If I kiss you, one won’t be enough. I won’t stop until I get my hands on you, and my name is on that pretty mouth of yours when you come.”
Oh, yes. Yes, please. Heat curled through my stomach in desperate anticipation. I wanted that. Oh, how I fucking wanted that. My body was on fire as he kept me close, my nerves dancing with delight and need for more from him. 
He leaned back, those intense blue eyes holding mine as he searched my face for my response. It wasn’t just a promise of what he’d do. It was a request for my permission. 
God, I loved how he did that. 
“Declan… kiss me.”
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“Kiss me.”
Declan didn’t need to be told twice. He hauled me tight against him while his mouth claimed mine. It wasn’t gentle or sweet. It wasn’t some romantic movie moment we’d been building to for weeks. It was everything but.
His mouth was unforgiving as his tongue met mine in a desperate dance. It was tension-breaking and piquing all over again. It was a mindless, need-driven thing where our minds shut down and our bodies took over. 
My fingers skimmed over his chest and broad shoulders. When his strong hands gripped my bare thighs, I went willingly. More than willingly. I climbed that man like a goddamn tree. My legs wrapped around his waist while my fists tangled in his hair. 
Carrying me up across the porch, Declan kicked the door open. I wasn’t sure if he meant to nudge it open or not but the wood splintered and whined under the force he used while the door banged off the wall. Oh, that was broken. 
“I’ll fix that!” he exclaimed, tearing away from my mouth to glance over his shoulder. The frown building in his expression wasn't remotely close to what I wanted. “Shit. I hope I can fix it.”
We needed to shut off his work brain. I wanted him here. With me. I grabbed his face and made him look at me. His breath warmed my cheeks as I ran my thumb over his lower lip. 
“Orgasm first, fix door later,” I ordered, eliciting a chuckle from him. That came across as desperate and needy. But hell, that was exactly what I was.
“Whatever your heart desires, honey,” Declan said. My ass hit the kitchen island, and his hands grabbed the hem of my sweatshirt, yanking it over my head. Thank God my bra was at least halfway cute. His rough hands splayed across my bare stomach. He latched onto my hips as he dragged me tight to him. His thick cock was solid and strained under the zipper of his pants, and I wanted him in my hands. But when I tried, he pulled them away. He nipped lightly at my jawline, whispering, “I like you like this… desperate for me to fuck you, but I’m not going to. Not this time, Raven.”
“Damn it,” I whined and wiggled closer to him. Fingers tangled into my hair and with one strong tug, he had my neck exposed. I was panting and flushed, ready to burst from my skin. I wasn’t ready for the intensity of the deep growl that vibrated out of him when his tongue swept the line of my neck and over my racing pulse. Fuck, that was sexy. It elicited a full-body shudder from me. 
“Fuck, I’ve missed these tattoos,” he murmured into my skin as he pressed his lips to my collarbone. His tongue traced the delicate lines across my chest, and his teeth grazed the slope of my breasts. My hips rolled against his in hopes I could convince him for more that way. Fingers digging into my thigh, he held me in place. “Have I mentioned how much I love you in these shorts?”
“I’d look better without them,” I told him. Attempting to entice him further, I added, “I now have tattoos on my hips to match the ones you missed so much.” 
“Trust me when I say I will get my tongue on those too.” Declan’s fingers trailed up my inner thigh and sent a shiver through my body. The tantalizing rate at which he touched me was nothing short of torture. I wanted more. Needed more. I was a frenzied mess with soaked panties. He pushed aside the thin fabric and brushed his fingers through my wetness. The lightest contact over my clit had me spiraling. His breath scorched my ear as he whispered, “Do you know how many times I’ve jerked off thinking about this tight little cunt of yours? How many times I’ve thought about how fucking well you rode my cock?”
I moaned. How could words do such things to me? My chest rose and fell faster with every rapid breath. My heart threatened to beat right out of my ribcage. The heat rolling through my core was a wildfire being fanned hotter by every lazy stroke of his fingers. 
“More,” I begged, the word barely making it past my lips. 
“So fucking wet.” His thumb circled against my throbbing, sensitive bud. A strangled cry built in my throat, and my back arched as I pressed further against him. One finger slipped inside me, pushing against my already fluttering muscles. I was so close. So ridiculously close. “Don’t hold back on me, Raven. Give me all of it. Come on, honey… come all over my fingers.” 
Jesus Christ, this man.
A second finger thrust in with the first and they curled, stroking powerfully against that deliciously hidden spot. The tension was immediate and bordered on overstimulation in a way that had me spiraling. Over and over, he hit the same spot with utter perfection.
“Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop,” I chanted, my hips rolling to meet every quick thrust. His lips crashed against mine, and his tongue swept through my mouth. Clinging to him desperately, I tugged on his hair, his shoulders, his shirt—whatever I could get my hands on—desperate for more of him.
“Keep going, honey,” Declan encouraged into my mouth as my body began to stall and my muscles locked up with pleasure. “Take what you need. Don’t you dare stop until you’ve used me how you need me.”
I fell apart at the seams in his hands. My muscles pulsated and pulled his fingers in deeper as I came hard. For him. If dedicating orgasms was a thing, I was dedicating this one to him because the man not only had a magic dick, but he also had magic fingers. 
“That’s my girl,” he said against my cheek with a gentle kiss. “You have no idea how fucking gorgeous you are when you come.”
More men should talk like this. I was a fan. I was undeniably a fan. 
I was euphoric putty in his hands while he slowed to a stop. I touched his face and kissed him slowly, reveling in the post-orgasm haze settling over me. 
As his fingers slipped out of me, I caught his hand and brought it to my mouth. I licked every last drop of my cum off his fingers, enjoying how his eyes darkened as he watched. When I was done, I dragged his lips to mine and swept my tongue over his to give him a taste of what I had to offer. The growl that vibrated through him was erotic and intense. I’d never heard a man make a sound like that. I wanted more. It was primal as if he was ready to devour me. I’d never been so turned on in my life. This man was holding back so much of himself. 
“I have to fix the door now,” Declan stated against my mouth. I grinned.
“I’m adding breaking down doors to the list of things I didn’t know could be sexy, but they definitely are,” I said. Every woman needed to experience a man so desperate to get his fingers inside them that he broke down a literal door.
“And I’m adding it to the list of things I’m going to avoid doing again,” he countered.
“What if I just keep spare doors around?” I leaned back and enjoyed the sexy smile on his handsome face as he shook his head. “I’ll even learn to fix it myself.”
“You and sharp tools?” He quirked a brow with amusement. Damn, he had a point. His lips brushed over mine in a chaste kiss. “Have you had enough? Or does my girl need more?”
I swooned over the phrase my girl. Silly? Maybe but I didn’t care. I liked the way it sounded coming out of his mouth. 
“I want all of you.”
“And you’ll have all of me when it’s not a quickie on the kitchen counter because I have work to do,” Declan promised. He tugged playfully on my lower lip with his teeth. “You’ll have all of me when I can lay you down and take my time with you. I’m going to figure out every little thing your body enjoys, and then I’m going to see how many times I can make you come using that information.”
My mouth popped open with surprise. Who talked like that? I was fucked—or rather would be in so many different ways. 
“Next Sunday, I’m taking you to Olympia,” he told me. With one last peck, he strode across the room to check out the damage done to the door. “I mean it. Plan for the whole day. Look up some things you want to do online, and we’ll figure something out.”
“Sunday?” I repeated as I grabbed my sweatshirt and got dressed. “You’re going to make me wait that long?”
“For our first date, yes.” He crouched and the wince wasn't lost on me as he inspected the old wood. “For your next orgasm? Not a chance in hell. That’s seven days of opportunities to make you come. I plan to use them.”
“What about you?”
“Building you up is half the fun.”
I groaned in frustration. I just wanted the man’s dick inside me. Hadn’t we waited long enough? How was he so composed? I’d felt how turned on he’d been. 
“You’re going to keep me on my toes, aren’t you, Declan Byrne?” I demanded and tried to sound annoyed. The giant smile I wore did nothing to help that.
“I think I prefer you with those sexy legs in the air and your toes curling, but we’ll see where we end up,” he replied. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll put you up against a wall and get down on my knees for you.” 
Declan winked, sending a cascade of flutters through my stomach as he left for his truck. I fell back on my palms and stared out the door after him. Well, that was unexpected. I was almost certain I’d unlocked a different version of the man. A version with a dirty mouth and a dirtier mind. I liked it. There was definitely a beast locked away inside that man. A wild and sexy beast just waiting to be unleashed. I wanted that. 
I wanted to unleash that beast and throw away the key. 
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The Sunday after my dad died, I snuck out of the house as soon as I knew the flower cart and the mart were open. I wanted to surprise Mom with flowers and her favorite drink like my dad did. Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough money for both and broke down at Mrs. Ritker’s flower cart. She gave me the flowers after I fought hard to explain it to her. It was something I wanted to do myself. I had to. Mrs. Ritker understood and changed my life that day by getting me an assistant job with her brother, Alan, who owned the only home repair business in Cedar Harbor. Three days a week, after school, I’d follow Alan around Cedar Harbor and learn how to fix things, how to talk to people, and just about everything else I needed to know that my dad wasn’t there to teach me. I put the money into buying things my brothers wanted and flowers for Mom every Sunday. 
Alan left his business to me when he passed away. Repairs by Ritker became Repairs by Byrne. Every Sunday, I still visited Mrs. Ritker for flowers—always bringing her a sandwich from the diner—and brought them home to Mom. It wasn’t always first thing in the morning after church, but I always made sure she got them. 
After grabbing a quick dinner, I showed up at Mom’s house with flowers in hand. Her eyes misted over slightly as they always did. And as always, she insisted I didn’t have to while I just kissed her on the cheek as a response. It was the same song and dance every Sunday, one I happily engaged in.
“You know,” Mom began with a slow smile while she put water in her favorite vase, “one day you’ll have to stop buying me flowers every Sunday and buy your wife flowers.”
I made a small sound of disinterest. Like I’d ever stop buying her flowers. 
“All I’m hearing is one day I’ll be buying flowers for both my favorite ladies,” I retorted. I liked the sound of that.  
“I heard about church today,” she said instead. I stalled but only momentarily. It didn't wholly surprise me that she knew. People fucking talked.
“It’s nothing, Mom.”
“Who is she?”
There was no way in hell I was giving her Raven’s name. I intended to be there when the two of them met. Mom would love her. I had no doubts about that. But Mom was also likely to pull out every embarrassing photo and story about me possible if I wasn’t there. And then she’d start wedding planning. Mom was uncontrollably enthusiastic when it came to any of us dating. The support was great, but she could be overwhelming. 
“I’m allowed to pray,” I told her. 
“Bullshit!” Mom exclaimed. Her frustration made me grin. “Don’t think I won't find out who she is, Declan Conor Byrne.”
“I have no doubt.” I leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. 
“So, you admit there is someone!” 
“I admitted nothing.” I smiled as I grabbed water from the refrigerator. “How are you, Mom?”
“Oh, I’m good.” She sighed. “I spent the day at the pack house. The Pierson’s daughter went through her first shift. Surprisingly, her shift went smoothly, but she’s devastated because she’s so small. The poor thing wanted to be the same size as Nolan.”
“No one is as big as Nolan,” I said frowning. “Hadley Pierson? Isn’t she only nine?”
“Eight.”
“Shit, that’s young.” It wasn’t uncommon for a pup’s first shift to be a little early or a little late. Even though the average age was roughly eleven, it wasn’t odd to see them shift anywhere from ten to thirteen years old. But eight? “The chances of her understanding the dangers of being a wolf at that age… we should probably make sure her parents know we can help.”
“I know,” Mom agreed. “Marge’s mom and Gene will cycle staying at the house with her for a while. With the baby at home, they’re not chancing Hadley in the house until they’re confident she understands her wolf and all that goes with it.”
“Smart choice.” Tough choice. Separating families during the early months of a pup’s shifting experience was rough on everyone involved. Hell, I was the only one who shifted before my dad died. There were months when I’d barely see Mom as she juggled one of my brother’s shifting shenanigans and pack business. She did her best with what she had, but I knew it weighed hard on her. 
“You’re late today,” she said. “Your brothers were here an hour ago.”
“I was working on the Brooklyn house,” I replied. Working was an understatement. I did fix the door and did get the lawn cut as promised, but that was about it. I spent an obscene amount of time memorizing the sounds Raven made when I kissed certain places on her neck and reveling in her excitement over the growls I couldn’t hold back when I had my hands on her. Did it leave me with a raging hard-on? You bet your ass it did, but I wasn’t about to rectify the situation. I could make it one week. 
“That poor girl.” She clicked her tongue. “I hear she’s a pretty little thing with no understanding of houses. Kari shouldn’t have sold her that one. There are better houses available. Especially for a young single woman.”
“Trust me, I told her the same thing.” I shrugged and did my best to be indifferent. With the way Mom was looking at me, I wondered just how much she knew. Shit, one day and it wouldn’t surprise me if she knew. “It’s a mess.”
“I’ve heard. She must be very pretty.”
“Why do you say that?” I held my expression carefully.
“Because it’s either that or you’re very stupid,” Mom retorted. 
“It’s steady employment,” I countered. “She has a list a mile long of all the things she wants done to her house, and she can pay for all her invoices on time. From a business perspective, I’d be stupid to turn the job down.”
That part wasn’t a lie. The rest was just… really fucking enjoyable.
“I was hoping you’d say it was because she’s pretty,” she grumbled while turning back to her flowers, but I pretended not to hear her. Instead, I let myself out the back door to join my brothers. 
Nolan sat with his legs stretched out and a book propped up in his lap. He moved casually between annotating whatever he was reading and keeping up with the flow of conversation. Sam and Lucas had ganged up on Finn, razzing him over something while laughing loudly. Finn was red around the ears and visibly flustered. Clearly, I’d missed something entertaining. 
“Hey! Look who decided to finally join us!” Lucas exclaimed, raising his beer to me. I frowned. Drinking before a pack meeting was a bad idea. Lucas caught on quickly and tipped the last bit back. “It’s just one, Declan. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. Shit.”
“That’s your second one,” Sam pointed out as he punched him in the shoulder. 
“I know.” He laughed. “I said this was just one.”
“He’s too lazy to go back to the kitchen for more,” Nolan said. “It’ll stay just two.” 
“How was—”
“Stop talking,” I ordered over Sam, putting a finger to my lips. My head cocked to the side as I dipped into my wolf and listened to the way Mom stepped closer to the door. “Mom, stop listening.”
“I want to know!” she exclaimed in a way I could only catch with my heightened sense of hearing, and I grinned. My brothers were silent as we listened to Mom moving around the kitchen. She meandered pointlessly before returning to the door. 
“Mom,” I said once more. 
“Damn it, Declan!” Mom snapped while my brothers and I howled with laughter. Getting under Mom’s skin was hard to do. “It’s not fair! I want to know!” 
“Don’t start eavesdropping now,” I retorted. Mom had promised to always keep that boundary and privacy. At least as far as I knew. I liked to think she’d kept that promise. 
“Fine!” she huffed out. I listened to her vanish into the heart of the house. 
“She’s real fucking determined to figure out who you’re dating,” Sam said. 
“Not surprising,” I muttered. It wasn’t. 
“She started poking the minute I showed up,” Lucas told me. “She had a laundry list of questions she asked.”
“Same,” Nolan chimed in. 
“Yeah.” Finn nodded. 
Jesus fuck, Mom. Maybe I’d underestimated just how far she’d go to find out who I was dating. Though, if I was being honest, I should’ve anticipated this considering the talk. I sighed. 
“Sorry,” I replied. “I’ll tell her in a few weeks. I just want to figure out her and me before Mom starts planning the fucking wedding.”
“Deal,” Lucas said. “Gives us time to plan all the stories to tell for that dinner.” 
“Fuck you.”
“Can I skip that dinner?” Sam asked. “I have a feeling she hates me now.” 
“Why?” I frowned. Why would Raven hate him? That was news to me. “What’d you do?”
“Got into a fight with her on the dance floor at the bar.” He slipped down further in his chair, digging his boot into the dirt. “I may have said some stupid shit—”
“What the fuck did you say?” I demanded. 
“Is this about her being a widow?” Lucas replied. My head snapped in his direction. “Yeah, I know about that. I’m pretty sure the whole damn town knows about it. Someone heard her chew him out on the dance floor.”
“What’d you say to her?” I asked Sam once more. 
“I may… have questioned her intentions for moving here,” Sam whispered. My eyes narrowed, and I started to protest. “Don’t give me that shit! People leave Cedar Harbor. The only people who move here work for the mill’s expansion agenda. She doesn’t fit the mold—”
“I like that about her!” I exclaimed. 
“I was worried about you!” he shot back. “I know! I know! I didn’t think she was a widow of all things. I didn’t step on her toes. I fucking stomped on them. And now I need to fix it.”
“Yeah, considering the whole damn town knows,” I growled. Shit. That was something incredibly personal about Raven. I knew the people of Cedar Harbor. For as much good as they’d try to do to reach out to her, it’d do more harm than they realized. “Damn it, Sam!”
“I know!” he practically shouted back at me. “Any tips on how to fix it?”
“I don’t fucking know.” I hated that I didn’t. This was going to hurt her. “I don’t have a fucking clue, but you better make sure you figure out how.”
“I will.”
“Good,” I said. “The last thing I want is for her to hate you. Her liking you will only work in my favor if this works out.”
When. When this works out. I repeated the phrase in my head. I wanted it to work out.
“I still think you’re an idiot,” Lucas grumbled. I frowned, staring at him and waiting for him to elaborate. “She’s human, Dec. How do you think this is going to go?”
“I don’t know.” I shrugged. Not that I hadn’t spent hours agonizing over that exact thought. “But I’m at the point where I’ll be damned if I don’t pursue it. There’s a reason why she ended up here.”
“Coincidence,” he shot back. 
“I’m kind of in the same boat,” Finn agreed quietly. “Not everything has to have a bigger meaning, Declan.” 
“Jesus Christ,” I grumbled. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have with them. Ultimately, I’d expected more support. “Look, you don’t have to like it. Fuck, you can give me all the shit you want for it. I don’t care. All of you made a big deal about me—”
“Because none of us thought you’d actually date her!” Lucas interrupted loudly. I shut my mouth as my gaze drifted between my brothers. From their expressions, it was obvious they all had thought the same thing. Well, shit. 
“I know I told you to weigh the risks,” Sam began with a sigh, “but you’ve always been the guy who does what’s expected of him. This isn’t it.”
That was kind of the fucking point. My tongue flicked over my lips as I bit back an angry growl. My wolf answered in kind, bristling with a matching frustration. Across the firepit, Nolan must’ve noticed and closed his book. 
“I think it’s fair to say no one is handling this conversation appropriately,” Nolan said. He leaned forward in his chair. Good old Nolan, the voice of reason. “I know we all can agree that Declan doesn’t do anything lightly. We’ve all gotten frustrated at him more than once for how long it takes for him to weigh his options and make a decision.”
“Like when he went to buy a truck,” Sam scoffed.
“The house,” Finn chimed in. I scowled as they chuckled. I liked to be sure of things. There was nothing wrong with that. 
“Which means that nothing we say will be something he hasn’t thought through,” Nolan continued. “And probably a few times over if we’re being honest. I think that alone speaks volumes about whatever feelings he has for her, even if she is human. Yes, there’s only been one Byrne who married a human and was allowed to change her.”
My gaze drifted to the house briefly, tracking Mom’s movements in the house. 
“We know he wouldn’t do this if he wasn’t serious,” Nolan said. “The best thing we can do is give him the room he needs to figure them out. If it becomes something more, we can cross how to handle that bridge. Until then, we’ll keep your secret. And Mom’s coming out of the house, so I suggest we change the topic.”
He nodded to Mom coming down the porch with a coffee mug in hand. Her face practically glowed with a happy little smile, which made me think she was sneaking caffeine. Growing up, Mom drank more coffee than any reasonable person should’ve but raising six young boys would do that to anyone. I could only imagine how she’d reacted to her doctor telling her to quit caffeine. Actually, I wish I could’ve been in the room to see it. Mom wasn’t an easily riled-up person, but shit, when she got started. The woman’s temper was legendary. 
“So, I come home early from work,” Sam began loudly to change the topic. It incited a pathetic moan from Finn as he buried his face in his hands. “And my house smells amazing. It isn’t me because I know I reek, so I go into the bathroom to take a shower, right? This idiot is in the bath under a mound of bubbles. There’s fancy music, candles… he’s got this green mask thing on his face.”
“Come on!” Finn exclaimed while we laughed. Falling into the rouse was all too easy because the story was funny. “I’m allowed to pamper myself!”
“Yes, you are, honey,” Mom agreed, coming up behind him. She ruffled his hair affectionately. “That face scrub you gave me is divine. My pores feel fantastic.”
“At least someone appreciates good skin care,” he said. He grinned up at her like a kid on Christmas morning, basking under her praise. He slipped out of his chair and gestured for her to take it while he flopped down on the ground next to her. “They’re heathens.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t go as far as to say they’re heathens,” she replied and made herself comfortable. Her gaze drifted around the fire, lingering on each of us briefly. I wasn’t the only one who shifted uncomfortably in my chair under her stare. “This is the future of the pack. You’re just about ready. I can see it.”
Those were some heavy words. 
I held my tongue. If I was being honest, I wasn’t so sure we were. I glanced around at my brothers. We were all still so damn young. Shit, Nolan was barely twenty-six. Sure, he had a thriving business, but taxes and books were one thing. Leading an entire pack was something very different. Even with all of us together, it was a huge burden. Could we handle it? Were we ready? Some days, we couldn’t keep from fighting each other. 
“Thanks, Mom,” Sam whispered with half a smile. “Glad someone believes in us.”
“She’s being generous,” Lucas snapped. He slid further down in his chair, legs spread out and eyes closed. “We’re nowhere near ready.” 
“You’re hitting your strides, Lucas,” Mom stated. “Don’t overthink it and rely on each other. You’re at your best when you play on your strengths. The pack believes in you. I believe in you. All of you.” 
“Is David coming tonight?” Nolan asked. “And the others? To help us?”
“They’ll be at the house but just to listen to what’s shared with the pack,” she said. “I wanted the honor of getting my boys ready while I can.”
That sentiment created an unexpected vice grip on my heart. I never realized just how much Mom needed this time as much as the rest of us did. We weren’t just growing into our positions in the pack. I had a strong feeling Mom felt we were slowly outgrowing her as well. 
We weren’t, and we never would. 
“I vote Declan does all the talking,” Finn said, pulling me out of my thoughts. I frowned. Of course, he did. 
“That’s a good idea,” Lucas agreed. 
“I hate you,” I retorted but didn’t mean a single word of it. “We should come up with something.”
“Honesty above all else,” Sam said. “You need to tell them what happened last night with the wolf.” 
“Oh, fuck me.” I ran a hand over my face. In the most selfish of moments, I’d completely forgotten to tell anyone. “I’m sorry.”
“Language,” Mom chastised. “You can express yourself without harsh words.”
“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “Granted, I think they’re appropriate words.”
“Agreed,” Sam chimed in.
“I was walking home last night,” I began, absent-mindedly rubbing my jaw. “I walked a friend back to their house—”
“What friend?” Lucas asked with a grin. 
“Cut it out,” Sam interrupted harshly. “This is important.”
“Anyway,” I said over them, “on the way back, this wolf walked out of the woods near a row of houses. This thing was white and huge. Nolan, I know you’re big, but this thing made you look small. It was damn near eye level with me.” 
Okay, I shouldn’t have been swearing, but I didn’t care. 
“Where?” Mom questioned and ignored my language for once. 
“Not too far off Main near the pawn shop,” I replied. “For the life of me, I couldn’t tell you anything about it. It didn’t get close enough for me to figure it out… and I… I froze.”
I hated admitting it out loud. Fuck, the wolf scared the shit out of me.
“Even if it wasn’t a Wild One,” Mom said, “you did the right thing by not engaging. It’s not a situation you should handle alone. We don’t know enough. It’s a pack matter. Is there anything else you could tell us about the wolf?”
“No.” 
“What do we tell people when they want to know what the hell is going on?” Sam demanded. “Honesty above all else, but what do we say to the hard stuff?”
“You tell them the truth,” she told us. We waited as she took a long sip from her mug. “You tell them the truth. You don’t know what’s going on, and you don’t know who or what the wolf is. That being said, you tell them we’re working out—all of us—and we’ll keep them updated as we go.”
“That’s not so bad,” Nolan murmured. 
“No, it’s not,” Mom agreed. I wasn’t so sure I was convinced of the same thought. “People don’t expect a lot out of you boys, truly. I know it seems that they do, but your fathers wanted you to be raised to feel like it was. They wanted you to understand how important the people are and how important you are to them. You’re Byrnes. Your ancestors made this pack, your parents ensured the continuation of this pack, and you are the future of this pack. They look to you because you mean something. They want your love and help as the pack grows and goes through hardships. They want to know they’re not alone. You bring so much more than wives and children to the pack. I hope you understand that. You bring them reassurance that someone is there to protect them, to support them, and to see them because being a wolf is hard, especially in this world. You’ll be husbands and fathers, but you’ll be mediators, confidants, and family to everyone. Will it be exhausting? At times, yes. But it’s worth it, and you’ll have each other to get through it. You’re more than capable of doing it. That I have no doubt of.”
The heaviness of Mom’s words made my chest ache. I rubbed my palm to my thigh, itching to massage the pain out of my chest. The chances for failure felt high. Even if Mom thought we were capable of handling it all, I wasn’t so sure I wouldn’t crumble under the pressure. 





CHAPTER 36
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DECLAN






The pack house was eight miles from the outskirts of Cedar Harbor. It was easily accessible to any of us running through the woods but getting there by road was more difficult. It was supposed to be. The trail leading from the main road to the pack house was another three miles of driving over dirt and beaten-down rocks. There were forest preservation signs keeping tourists out, and there was no good way to see what we were hiding from the main road. 
The pack house had belonged to the first Byrne men when they migrated from Ireland. They built it with their own hands, settling down and raising their families right there. Generation after generation of Byrnes had left their imprint on this place. It was filled with memories of weddings, births, first shifts, deaths, and everything in between. My first kiss had been at the edge of the parking lot clearing, and my first shift had happened on the back lawn. My dad had passed away in his office on the second floor. 
The house grew as the pack grew with additional rooms added to accommodate those who needed to stay. Being a wolf around humans could be hard. There was an ebb and flow to what made us wild. Sometimes our humanity burned stronger, at others our wolves took control. In those hours, days, or weeks, we needed a place to safely be a wolf. For as gentle as most of us were, we were all dangerous animals at heart. 
The house had been active for hours. In both human and wolf form, the pack gathered across the lawn as they waited for the meeting to start. There were more people present as I padded through the short grass as a wolf than there had been when I’d shown up an hour before in my truck. A run before the meeting gave us exactly what my brothers and I needed. 
Heads followed us as we made our way to the side of the house. Under the overhang on the porch and spanning the entire side of the house were covered cubbies filled with clothes. While clothing was optional considering what we were, I’d gone out of my way to build the outdoor storage. The cubbies were labeled and let everyone keep a set of clothes at the house for easy access. I was comfortable being naked, and most wolves were. The pups, though, often weren’t. It was the same reason we had a shift shed in the far back of the yard. Pups used it to shift before getting dressed and joining the rest of us. No one was ever made fun of for choosing to use the shed. It was an unwritten rule. 
I shifted flawlessly as I approached the cubbies, walking that last distance and opening a top cubby I shared with Sam. I tossed his clothes at his feet while he finished shifting. 
“Is it too late to go back into the woods?” Sam muttered, shimmying as he pulled up his jeans. His eyes scanned the growing crowd in the fading sunlight. 
“Unfortunately,” I replied, my words muffled while I yanked on my shirt. 
“I’m up for running away,” Finn chimed in. His usual cheerful nature was tapered, replaced with something broody and reminiscent of Sam’s typical temperament. 
“It’s our job to figure this shit out,” Lucas said. He sighed and paused mid-buttoning his pants. He glanced around to see if anyone was coming up on us. “What if we screw this up?” 
That was the question of the hour. I knew we’d all entertained the thought during our run. While we knew where our lives were headed, it felt different to be faced with it. Taking over this meeting was the biggest thing we’d ever done for the pack. 
Only Nolan seemed unfazed and at ease with the situation. His quietly relaxed demeanor hadn’t changed a wink. He smiled as he pulled on his shirt. 
“Everyone take a deep breath,” Nolan ordered gently. “The only way we screw this up is if we get too deep in our heads. Mom’s right, and she’s been preparing us for this all of our lives. Tonight is easy. The pack trusts us. We just need to be empathetic. We don’t have a lot to offer in the way of answers, so we have to acknowledge and accept their feelings on the situation, reassure them, and all that.” 
“Feelings,” Lucas scoffed. “Who has time for those?”
“There’s a reason Mom put us all in therapy,” I said. “Use what we know. We can get through this.”
“You’re still taking the lead, right?” Sam asked. 
Why did it always have to be me? Oh, yeah… I was the oldest. I rolled my eyes. I had no burning desire to lead my brothers. I’d do so because they needed me to, but I didn’t want to. 
The cool weather meant campfires peppered the expansive lawn. A few moms had the young kids inside for art and story time to keep them away from the rough stuff. Everyone else split between lawn chairs and blankets on the grass with some not bothering to shift back to human at all. 
All eyes were on us as we made our way to the back porch steps. My heart lodged in my throat, making it impossible to talk. Public speaking wasn’t my thing. Personal relationships I was great at but public speaking? Not a chance.
Fuck. I was going to screw this up. 
I pressed the heel of my hand to my chest and rubbed the building ache. 
“Deep breath, Dec,” Sam whispered, crossing behind me. His shoulder bumped into my back and gently shook me out of the growing anxiety. What a crappy start to proving my worth as a Byrne. 
“Right, right,” I mumbled. I cleared my throat and folded my arms over my chest. “First off, we just want to say thank you for taking the time to be here. I know with the turn of the weather, more of you are heading out of town on the weekends to do things, so it’s a lot to ask for you to be here.” 
There was a mumble of responses that moved through the crowd, offering their reassurances of being okay with showing up for the meeting. I appreciated the sentiment. 
“By now, I—we know most of you have heard about the bear attack near town,” I continued. My voice rose in volume enough to be heard by everyone. “Connor made sure to bring it to our attention, giving both Sam and me access to the bear’s carcass. It was killed by a wolf much farther outside of town than what’s being spread around.”
“Was it a standard wolf?” a woman asked. There were echoes of the same question in different wording across the lawn. I glanced at Sam, and he nodded his reassurance.
“No,” I said and released a heavy breath. “Unfortunately, the wolf that killed the bear is… to be honest, it’s bigger than Nolan’s wolf.”
The uproar of commentary drowned out anything else I had to say. I tried a few times to gently rein them in but was unsuccessful. I really didn’t want to yell. 
“Hey!” Sam bellowed, his voice deep and sharp. It cut through the distressed nonsense and drew everyone back in. He waved his cigarette in my direction. “Give Dec a solid minute to get through what he has to say. We all went through this shit over and backward with the help of Mom and them. Trust us, we’ll make sure you’re taken care of. No one wants this resolved more than us.”
It worked, bringing on a deafening silence. Thank God for Sam’s brashness. I didn’t have it in me to yell at all of them. 
“Thank you,” I whispered, and he gave me a tight-lipped smile. “The wolf that killed the bear was a shifter, but we don’t know to what extent. If anyone here has any information about the wolf, we’re asking that you please tell us.”
“Do you think it’s one of us?” a man snapped. I understood why. It was a hell of an implication to make. 
“No,” Sam said quickly, shaking his head. 
“We’re not saying that at all,” Nolan chimed in as he put his hands up. I stepped back to let him take over talking. “But we understand the situation is delicate. It leads us to two issues: either we have another wolf in our territory who is choosing to disregard our rules, or someone turned a wolf without bringing it to us first.” 
A murmur of uncertainty rolled across the lawn. I didn’t blame them. It was a heavy thing to present to them. I glanced over to where Lucas stood with his arms crossed while he stared at the ground and Finn rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet, hands shoved in his pockets. They couldn’t look any less bored if they tried. It didn’t surprise me. They were ridiculously young. Nolan too. However, Nolan was a fiend for organization. Organizing something like this was right up his alley. 
If I was honest, Nolan had the best leadership skills out of all of us. My brothers looked to me as the oldest, but I got my best advice on managing people from Nolan. For a kid who hated being around big groups of people, when he stepped up, he did great.
“What do we do?” someone else asked. I empathized with the slight tremble and fear in their voice. 
“Nothing,” I said before Nolan could. “Right now, there’s nothing any one of you can do but go about your regular lives. My brothers and I will do runs at various intervals through the forests to check for this thing. We’re also doing everything we can in coordination with Mom and her team to figure out who the wolf is and what they want. As soon as we know anything, we’ll let you know.”
“Beyond that, we’re just asking you guys to be smart,” Sam continued. “Don’t go out alone after dark, don’t let your kids out alone in the forest, and don’t keep anything from us. Please. Anything you know, even simple information, could help us resolve this faster. We want things to get back to normal as much as everyone else does.” 
“And if anyone here turned someone without letting the pack know,” Nolan began, approaching the topic carefully, “we’re just asking you to let one of us know. You don’t have to do it here. You can privately talk to one of us. We’ll handle the situation as delicately as we can. At this point, we’re more concerned about the safety of the pack and handling this wolf. We don’t know if we’re dealing with a Wild One or not. If they are, they need our help. We’ll deal with the rest later.” 
“We just want to keep everyone safe,” I added.
“What if it’s not that?” someone called out. “What if there’s another wolf in our territory? Or even another pack?” 
Another pack? I faltered. An entire pack wasn’t something I’d thought of. I wasn’t sure any of us had. 
“Well.” I blew out a breath of air. “It’s just…” 
Fuck. I wasn’t sure what to say, and I looked to Sam for help. He excelled at brutal honesty. 
“Look, the reality is that yeah, it could be another wolf knowingly in our territory. Or hell, it could be another pack.” He shrugged. Fuck brutal honesty. Sam’s words weren’t doing us any good. I could tell from the looks on the faces in the crowd that they weren’t reassuring. “The fact is, we all have a lot of questions without a lot of answers. It’s unfair for us to keep anyone in the dark, even if we don’t have answers. We’d never do anything to intentionally put anyone in danger, so as we find things out, we’ll keep you posted as well.” 
“It’s scary, we get that,” Finn said. “But it’ll be okay. We’re doing whatever we can to understand the situation. We don’t want anyone here to feel like they’re being left out of the process.” 
“The situation is new and evolving,” I agreed. “If you have any questions, you know you’re more than welcome to ask us.” 
“Have you taken over officially?” another person asked. 
“No, they haven’t,” Mom spoke up as she got to her feet. She came to stand next to me, a perfect smile on her face as she put a hand on my elbow and one on Sam’s shoulder. “But their time is coming. I’ve decided it’s time for them to start stepping up by running pack meetings. They’re being watched closely, I promise. We’ll be here every step of the way. This transition will be flawless and comfortable for everyone involved. It’ll be years before they take over fully. The goal is to complete their transition by the time Declan turns forty.”
My eyes widened while Sam’s head snapped in my direction. I could feel the weight of Lucas, Finn, and Nolan’s gazes on me as well. 
Five years. 
Five fucking years. 
That made this whole damn thing real and borderline terrifying. And I knew I wasn’t the only one feeling it. 
[image: image-placeholder]We mingled for hours. I was good at this part. I enjoyed it. I drifted between groups of friends and family gatherings to chat and check-in. I knew all the names and faces, I knew things about their lives that were important, and I made sure to get updates where I could. I listened to their concerns and eased their minds the best I could 
Finn hung out with the younger crowd, laughing and playing some sort of game. Nolan and Lucas put on an epic storytime display complete with voices, characters, and interactive scenes. Even after the youngest kids passed out or left, they kept going. Sam had long since vanished into the woods, going for a run with some of the older wolves. 
It was nice. Easy. In moments like these, I didn’t question our position nearly as much. 
Whenever I had a moment of a chance while grabbing something to eat or moving between groups, I snuck in a message here and there to Raven. Some qualified as dirtier than others, but she always matched my sentiments with her own. The longer we talked, the harder it became to stay at the pack house. I felt torn. I enjoyed my time with the pack, but I also wanted to steal whatever few minutes I could with Raven. I knew it was late but even just a handful of moments would be enough to satisfy me until tomorrow. 
My phone buzzed again, and I chanced a glance.
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Oh, son of a bitch. I strode across the lawn in search of Nolan. Of course, he’d forgotten to tell Raven when and how to leave the store. 
“Nolan!” I called out. I searched the house, finding him on the front porch screwing around with Lucas. Despite how different the two were, they’d always been incredibly close. “Did you forget something?” 
“Not that I know of,” Nolan said. He snatched his glasses back from Lucas and shoved them up the bridge of his nose. “The meeting went well, I thought. I cleaned up after storytime. What’d I forget?” 
Saying nothing, I handed him the phone. 
“Oh! Oh, no!” he exclaimed and practically dropped the phone as he handed it back. He frantically patted down his clothes. “I left my phone in my other pants!”
“Of course, you did.” Lucas laughed. “What’d you do this time?”
“He forgot to tell Raven how to close up the store,” I replied. “Or even when to.”
“And she’s still there?” he demanded. “Nol! You can’t do that to your employees!”
“I know!” Nolan agonized. “Tell her I’m coming! I’ll be there in… oh, shit! Shit, shit, shit! I ran here! I can’t show up as a wolf! That’s such a long walk—”
“Calm down,” Lucas interrupted. He grabbed Nolan by the shoulders and shook him out of his stupor. “Jesus fuck, you’re making me anxious.”
“I can drive you,” I offered.
“Do you mind?” Nolan asked. “I’m a horrible boss. I can’t just leave her there!” 
“Please,” Lucas scoffed, laughing harder. “You think he’d miss a chance to see her.”
“Shut up,” I shot back, but a grin tugged at the corner of my mouth. I’d take any chance I could to see her. 
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I frowned. I couldn’t imagine who was at the bookstore so late. Everyone in Cedar Harbor knew it closed early on Sundays.
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I re-read the text again and made sure I’d read Mom’s name right. Of course, she was at The Treehouse. I’d managed to go all of half a day before Mom got involved. Well played, Mom. Shaking my head, I called her and put space between me and Nolan as I did. 
“How’d you figure it out?” I asked when Mom picked up the phone. 
“You’re reliably predictable,” she said with a laugh. “You haven’t worked a single Saturday in over a decade. Nothing and no one has ever been able to get you to work.”
“I worked the day the Patterman’s roof collapsed—”
“My point,” she retorted. “I knew her roof hadn’t collapsed. Smart business decision or not, she had to be something special to get you to go to work on your day off.”
“She is,” I whispered. 
“I’m assuming you’re worried about how the pack will react to you dating a human. That’s why you’re hellbent on keeping her a secret, isn’t it?”
“It is.”
“I don’t think you need to worry so much. She’s delightful. I like her a lot,” Mom told me. Even though I knew she would, hearing the words out loud still made me smile. 
“Does she know?” I asked. “Who you are?”
“Oh, heaven’s no!” She laughed. “The poor girl would probably clam up on me. I’m enjoying talking to her. Her travel stories are absolutely fascinating. The potato story in Ireland had me in tears!”
Potato story? What potato story? Shit, Mom officially knew more about her than I did.
“And her art, Declan!” Mom swooned. “She has more talent in one finger than most people could ever dream of having.”
“She showed you her art?” That surprised me. I got the impression that Raven didn’t like sharing her art with anyone considering her troubles with painting. 
“It took some poking, but she did,” she replied. “I like her, Declan. I think she’ll be good for you. She’s unpredictable and wild compared to your steady and reliable. Maybe the woman can get you to take a Wednesday off instead of a Saturday.” 
I smiled. I liked the sound of that. Though Saturdays off seemed way more efficient than a random Wednesday. 





CHAPTER 37
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RAVEN





I had everything I needed to run The Treehouse, even if I wasn’t confident I could do so. Nolan, however, had the utmost confidence in me. Maybe that was why he didn’t reply to my texts. Granted, there wasn’t anything wrong but my nerves. I did everything in my power not to cave and text Declan instead. But damn it, I hadn’t worked a register since I was sixteen years old. 
I restlessly wiped down the countertop, kept the coffee topped off and warm, and even began dusting bookshelves. Dusting bookshelves turned into making a to-be-read list long enough for me to know I’d never get through it. 
As promised, only a handful of teenagers showed up. They sat in a corner for a few hours, surrounded by notebooks and schoolbooks while they did homework. A few random people popped in to inform me that I was, in fact, not Nolan or Ginny as if I didn’t know that. The notion led to conversations that welcomed me to Cedar Harbor, questions about why I’d picked the Brooklyn house, recommendations to hire Declan, condolences about my husband, and an invitation to dinner. 
Every conversation was more exhausting than the last. Mostly the conversations about Liam got to me. I knew they’d be coming, but they still wore me down. The silence that came with the kids vanishing as the hours slipped away was welcomed. At least no one was throwing me a pity party. 
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I chewed my thumb as I re-read the message. Was wanting to crawl into a tub of ice cream and make it my new home an acceptable answer? It should’ve been because I was right there. 
But did I want to tell him that? Right off the bat? It felt like a very heavy topic to bring up. Sure, he knew I was a widow, but the feelings that went with it were something he couldn’t comprehend. I’d scare the man off before we even started. 
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Ah, humor my old friend. My therapist growing up hated my use of humor as a coping mechanism. I didn’t care then, and I certainly didn’t care now. 
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I snorted. This man and his little black book of guys. God, that sounded dirty.
When the door jingled loudly, I tensed and put my phone away. I steeled myself for another pitiful round of Raven’s world because my night seemed to be exactly that. 
The woman that walked in gave me a warm smile as she made sure the door didn’t slam into the frame. Chestnut hair settled neatly around her shoulders and soft gray eyes watched me. There was something familiar in her pretty face, but I couldn’t quite place what. Hell, I’d talked to so many people in town that I wouldn’t have been surprised if I forgot some of them at this point. 
“He never could figure out how to stop it from doing that,” she said. 
“Who? Nolan?” I asked. 
“Oh, yes.” She bypassed the counter to meander down the nearest aisle. “That door had been banging in the frame since he opened the store. You’d think he’d have his brother fix it, but you’d be wrong.”
Admittedly, I’d had that same thought. 
“It does bang pretty hard, doesn’t it?” I laughed.
“It does. I’m assuming Nolan or Ginny aren’t around?” 
“No. It’s just me,” I told her with a shrug. “I’m—”
“Oh, I know who you are,” she said. There it was. I stood a little taller as my body readied for the blow. “Raven Woods… the woman afraid of dogs.”
I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. 
“Well, I guess there are worse things to be known for,” I said. 
“That’s true,” she replied, making her way to the counter. She leaned against it and watched me closely. Those gray eyes were unnerving as she scrutinized me like she wanted to figure out exactly what I was made of. “I’m Maeve.” 
“It’s nice to meet you.” 
“So, why Cedar Harbor?” Maeve asked, and I bit back a frustrated sigh. That stupid question. Something in my expression must've given my thoughts away because Maeve’s hand covered mine. “I asked why pick Cedar Harbor, not what brought you here. Yes, I know the gossip, sweetheart, but some things should only be discussed when someone is ready. I’m a little too familiar with the concept, particularly when it comes to that life event.”
“Oh.” Widows unite against town gossip. 
“I want to know why you picked Cedar Harbor… what made you decide this was the place for you?”
Okay, I could handle that question.
“I lived in Chicago before this,” I explained. “Well, not quite right before this. There were a few other places. I’ve always been around big cities. I don’t know. Cedar Harbor is… small. My mom grew up in a small town in Michigan. I always wanted her childhood. It sounded so much better than growing up in the city. So, when I needed a change. I couldn’t stay in Chicago. I traveled for a while.”
She squeezed my hand briefly.
“I’ve always wanted to travel,” Maeve said. 
“I suggest planning.” I chuckled. “I sort of just decided on a whim I wanted to travel. I drove to the airport and picked the first available flight. It’s how I ended up in Greece for five months.”
“That’s so spontaneous!” she exclaimed. “I like the sound of that.”
“It’s probably not the best way to handle international travel,” I admitted with a widening smile. “But it did get me to Greece, then New Zealand, Canada, China, and then London and Ireland.”
“Oh, that sounds lovely! I haven’t been on vacation in… goodness, decades.” 
“You should go. You’re not getting any younger.” I gasped, clamping my mouth shut quickly, but the words were already out there. Way to insult Nolan’s customer. “I’m sorry! I didn’t—”
“None of us are getting any younger, sweetheart,” Maeve interrupted with a laugh. She was so easygoing and relaxed. It was infectious. She waved to the coffee station. “Grab yourself something to drink and come join me at a table. I want to hear all your travel stories. I’m sure you have some great ones.”
I debated her offer for a minute, my eyes scanning over the empty store. It was late. I doubted that there’d be more customers. Truthfully, I wasn’t even sure if the store was still supposed to be open. Either way, I could keep an eye on everything from one of the tables. 
“I do have a great story about potatoes in Ireland,” I said and followed her to the coffee station. “And there’s the sailing story in Greece.”
[image: image-placeholder]Maeve and I were in tears as we sat at the table, laughing at a story about when a horde of loose chickens had inserted themselves in the Fourth of July parade. Truthfully, it was just one of many stories that had my face hurting and my eyes leaking. It felt freeing to sit and laugh with her as we talked about everything from my travels around the world to some of the craziest things that had ever happened in Cedar Harbor. One story turned into two and quickly we found ourselves easily rounding a second hour of sitting there. 
But it was also getting late, and I didn’t know what to do with the store. Nolan hadn’t responded to any of my messages. I was at a loss about what to do other than text Declan for help, which I hated doing. 
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Hopefully, he’d be able to help me. 
“Talking to someone special?” Maeve asked. I glanced at her and felt the flush building in my cheeks as I set my phone aside.
“Kind of,” I admitted a bit pathetically. “I mean, yes, but it’s still new, and… well, you know. It’s a little complicated after…”
Maeve hummed quietly as she considered me over the top of her mug. Nodding slowly, she set it down and sighed. 
“You know, it’s difficult dating again after,” she said softly. “It’s taken me longer than I care to admit to get there. Granted, I did have my children to focus on, but that’s not a good excuse, either.”
My heart ached. It felt weird talking to someone who understood. Weird but comforting. 
“Did you feel guilty?” I asked her. When she raised a brow, I rushed to elaborate. “I like him… more than I thought I could like someone again. He’s… he’s wonderful. I just… I feel guilty like he deserves someone who isn’t so broken. Maybe not broken but not whole? I can’t put myself back together like I was before…”
“Does he make you feel that way?” 
“Oh, no.” I flashed back briefly to how he’d shown up just to mow my lawn so there’d be no snakes and smiled. If I paid attention, there were a lot of little things the man did to show he cared. “No, definitely not. He’s really good to me.”
“Good,” Maeve said. Her gaze drifted out the window in an expression I knew all too well. “When Seamus died, he took a part of me with him. How could he not? I loved that man with my whole heart. It took me quite some time to realize I wouldn’t be the same woman again. I couldn’t be. I think understanding that changed how I viewed dating David. I wasn’t trying to recover a broken woman and present him with that. I was me but remade in my own chaos and grief, and there was nothing wrong with that.”
I liked that. A little easier said than done, but I still liked it, nonetheless. 
“They see us differently than we see us, you know,” she continued. “We see everything about us, about our journey, about all the bad that has happened as what defines us. They don’t. At least the good ones don’t.”
I smiled softly. Declan was one of the good ones. 
“They see us in ways we can’t see ourselves. Sometimes we have to trust it’s okay. That they’re okay with it. We have to trust how they see us.”
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I waited for a response to see if maybe he had some insight on Maeve. Not that I didn’t already like the woman, but it was interesting to see the town through Declan’s eyes. He never replied. 
“Excuse me for one moment.” Maeve’s voice pulled me from my thoughts as she slipped out the front door, her phone in hand. 
I took the chance to clean up our cups and wipe down the table. It was closing in on midnight, which made the running coffee pot a ridiculous notion. I tidied everything all over again. I wanted Nolan to be impressed rather than concerned when he showed up. I’d like to keep my job.
“Oh, sweetheart, his cats walk all over everything,” Maeve said when she swept back into the store, her tone amused and her eyes crinkled at the corners with her smile. “That boy has always kept cats in this store and while they’re adorable, they’re dirty. You can only keep things so clean when you have cats walking about. That’s why he doesn’t let them on the tables.”
“He didn’t tell me.” I frowned. “You seem to know a lot about Nolan. Do you know the Byrnes?” 
“I know pretty much everyone in this town,” she replied. “The Byrnes are in a bit of everything, but Nolan and Declan have always been very community involved. Nolan has his store to reach people by giving them better access to books when they couldn’t otherwise afford it, but he also created this space as a place for people to go.”
“I noticed that.”
“So, everyone knows Nolan. And his cats are borderline legendary at this point. The boy has so many.”
“And the names.” I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. The longer I sat with the names he picked out for his cats, the funnier they got.
“That boy has always had a thing for wildly extravagant names,” Maeve told me. “I taught him in school—English—and some of the names that boy picked out for the characters he wrote always made me laugh. He was born to write and spin stories. He has a natural talent for it.”
“Oh, you’re a teacher?”
“Retired now.” She grinned. “I think I’ve had my fill of teenagers at this point. I’m ready for squishable grandchildren I can spoil.”
Oh, that sentiment I knew all too well. Shit, my own mom had been on that train for a while. Thankfully, we were off it. For now. I wasn’t even sure I wanted kids. I wasn’t entirely opposed to it, but I also wasn’t at a point of seriously considering when and where or even how either. Liam and I had discussed children at length, but we never found an answer. We were both so wrapped up in so many different things individually that it wasn’t something we found appropriate at the time. 
“My mom has the same thoughts,” I commented when I realized the silence had stretched on too long. “But it’ll be a while between me and my sister.”
“Realistically—”
“I’m sorry!” Nolan shouted, his words accompanied by the banging of the front door as it flew open. Maeve and I both cringed at the loud sound. “Oh, that is loud!”
“Are you going to let me fix it yet?” Declan demanded as he strolled in. My gaze swept down the long length of his body, and I bit back a tiny moan. The man looked good. Real good. His shirt clung tight to his broad shoulders and fell loose around his waist while his jeans were fitted in all the right places. I had no idea how that man could do so much in those jeans, but I was grateful for it. Every inch of him looked incredible in them from his ass to his muscular thighs. And somehow, the man made an open flannel shirt look like a freaking fashion statement. Never once did he look at me, however, as his stare settled on Maeve. He said, “Well played, Mom.”
Mom?  My eyes widened, and my ears burned as I turned back to Maeve. I didn't want to believe it, yet there it was… the little things in her face that looked so familiar. They were little things I saw in Declan. 
Oh, God! His mom!
“You shouldn’t play a game with someone who’s got years on you, sweetheart.” Maeve smiled. “You won’t win.”
“I know.” He sighed. When he finally looked at me, his expression softened with something of an unspoken apology. “Raven, this is my mom, Maeve Byrne.”
“Mom?” I managed to squeak out. Every little thing I’d said to her over the past few hours ran rampant through my mind. Oh, I’d talked too much. I’d talked way too much. All my awkwardness came out as I half-waved at her, plastering on an uncomfortable smile, “Hi.”
“Oh, don’t stress about it so much, sweetheart,” Maeve replied. “We had a fantastic conversation. Me being his mother changes nothing. If anything, it only makes me like you more.”
At least she liked me. That was a plus. 
Still, I glanced wide-eyed at Declan, begging him to help me out. He stepped closer and rubbed a hand up and down my spine. His touch comforted me as I did my best not to lean into him. Really, I just wanted to crawl into his arms and hide. This wasn’t how I anticipated meeting his mom. 
“Let me walk you home,” Declan offered. “It’s late.”
“I’m so, so, so, so sorry,” Nolan said once more. He pushed his glasses further up his nose, looking downright distressed over the situation. “I got wrapped up in all my things today and just completely forgot. That’s not an excuse. It’d be a horrible excuse.”
“You’re fine,” I reassured him. “I sold a few books and managed not to lose a cat. And met like half the town, I think. It wasn’t a bad day.”
“Not at all,” he agreed. “But still—”
“Don’t worry about it, Nolan.” I gave him the biggest smile I could muster. “One night out is probably good for me occasionally. I’m not upset, I promise.”
“Okay.” He nodded on repeat. “Okay. Perfect. Okay.”
“You’re good, Nolan.” Declan smiled. 
“Raven, sweetheart, it was lovely to meet you.” Before I had a say in the matter, Maeve pulled me in for a tight hug. “You make sure he invites you to Sunday dinner sometime, understand?”
“I’m not putting her in a room with all my brothers yet,” Declan cut in. 
“You will because she’s family now,” she shot back. Okay, maybe I could see what Declan meant by she could be a little overwhelming. It was a little soon to be calling me family. 
“And you, young man,” she took hold of his cheeks, giving him a look I was happy I wasn’t on the receiving end of, “I’m disappointed you decided not to tell me.”
“I planned to tell you,” he insisted. “But, Mom, it hasn’t even been a day and you stalked your way into figuring out who I’m dating and then meeting her.”
I held back a giggle. 
“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Maeve dismissed with a wave. “Nolan, breakfast tomorrow?”
“Come on,” Declan whispered as he nudged me toward the back door. “They’ll spend the next fifteen minutes discussing breakfast details.”
“Good night.” I waved once more and let him lead me toward the door. “Just let me know when you want me to work next, Nolan. I’m free… perpetually always.”
“I hope not,” Declan muttered, making me smile. 
“Probably Tuesday,” Nolan said. He clicked his tongue and stared around the store as if it’d give him the answer. “Maybe Tuesday. Yeah, probably Tuesday. I’ll text you.”
“Okay. Good night, Mrs. Byrne.”
“You’ll call me Maeve,” she corrected. 
Declan’s fingers threaded through mine. His rough calluses felt oddly wonderful against my soft skin. The contrast was inviting, and my hand tightened around his. 
“Good night, Mom,” Declan called over his shoulder, and he tugged me out the door with him. 
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“Mom?” I squeaked as soon as Declan and I were alone in the shop’s crappy little parking lot. “You couldn’t tell me that your mom was in the store with me?”
“I’m sorry,” he said and brought my knuckles up to his lips. It was hard to be frustrated when he looked at me like that. The pleading expression in those dark eyes was easy to give into. “I figured it’d be easier if I were there to mitigate once you learned she was my mom. She wasn’t too overwhelming, was she?” 
“Actually, no,” I admitted. I let him steer me toward the woods, and his grip on my hand increased. The woods around town were clearly used often as he stepped onto a trodden-down path he seemed quite acquainted with. He was comfortable. Me? Not so much. The quiet was utterly deafening in a way that seemed to amplify my senses. I could’ve sworn every little rustling of the underbrush or movement from the breeze was louder than usual. It was unsettling, even if I did trust Declan to take care of me. Though, there wasn’t much the man could do against wild animals in the woods. My shoulder brushed against his arm as I attempted to stick closer to him. “It was a nice conversation. How can you tell where we’re going? It’s so dark.”
I couldn’t even find my own feet on the ground. 
“I grew up in these woods,” Declan replied. “I know them like the back of my hand.”
“I grew up around golf courses.”
“Well, if I ever need help figuring my way around a golf course, I’ll ask you.” 
“I am good at getting it in the hole,” I told him, enjoying his laugh. I playfully bumped my hip into his. “This is what you signed up for when you said you wanted to be with me. Regretting it yet?”
“Not a chance in hell.” His lips brushed against my cheek in a quick peck. I liked his little affectionate ways. “My mom said you showed her your art?” 
“I did.” I smiled. After some impressive poking and prodding. “She seemed to like it.”
“I never did ask you, what do you paint?” he replied. “I’m assuming landscapes or something since you moved here—”
“I specialized in eroticism and the human figure,” I interjected He stopped on the trail. Even in the dark, the weight of his confused stare was heavy, so I rushed to explain. “I spent years studying the human body, how it moves, how it’s put together… we’re absolutely fascinating, don’t you think? I’ve done several series over the years exploring how to depict just how incredible we are as a species. I did a series on dual-tone eroticism using two contrasting colors to express movement between bodies. I’ve explored dark eroticism, fantasy and monster eroticism because I read too many books, surreal eroticism, as well as a series of romantic eroticism involving types of couples not usually depicted like older couples, disabled, and so on.”
“Raven,” Declan began slowly, “did you show my mom porn?”
Unable to help myself, I laughed. I could only imagine his expression.
“Erotic art isn’t porn. Besides, it wasn’t just eroticism,” I promised. “I also showed her my human figure series and my dissected human anatomy series in layered paint.”
“I don’t know if that’s much better,” he muttered.
“To be fair, I didn’t know she was your mom,” I reminded him. He made a small sound but that was it. “So, is this going to be a thing? Walking me home in the dark?” 
“Are you going to keep insisting on walking home in the dark?” he countered. There was a tiny edge to his voice that wasn’t lost on me. It did nothing to reassure me that the woods were safe. 
“Maybe,” I whispered. “I don’t know. If I get a hot escort every time, I’m inclined to keep walking in the dark.”
“So, leave you to fend for yourself, got it,” he teased. 
“You know, if you’re going to be walking me home, maybe we should use the time to ask each other some get-to-know-you questions,” I suggested. “And not the boring stuff. Go with the real off-the-wall stuff. No asking what each other’s favorite color is. Though, guessing by your supply of red flannel, I’m going to hazard a guess that your favorite color is red.”
To prove my point, I plucked at his sleeve. 
“No knocking my flannel!” 
“I like you in flannel,” I said. I liked him in flannel. I’d like to see him in nothing but flannel. 
“Ask me anything,” Declan replied. “I’ll tell you whatever you want.”
Oh, shoot. I chewed on my lower lip. I didn’t come prepared for this. Usually, this game never went far with anyone. I hummed as I thought about it and tried to come up with something interesting. “Oh! Okay. Here’s one. You said you’re not a hookup guy.” 
“I did.” 
“If you’re not the hookup guy, then why did you have two condoms in your wallet at Jimmy’s?” I asked. “And how old were they?”
“That.” He laughed, his entire body shaking with the sound. “They were maybe a few months old, promise. My mom had a certain method of raising all of us. Things we all had to learn or participate in. We all had to go to therapy twice a month once we hit puberty because emotions are messy and complicated. She wanted to make sure we learned how to appropriately express them and manage them. Therapy was also meant to help us learn how to communicate because if we knew how to do that, our lives would be infinitely better. We all had to have a hobby we never monetized. It had to be something we could suck at but enjoy. It was okay if we didn’t suck, but the point was it needed to be fun and relaxing. I like photography. I honestly suck at it, but I don’t care. I have albums filling my bookshelves with random pictures I’ve taken over the years. We all had to learn how to dance because, as she said it, it’s an intimate way to connect with a partner while keeping our clothes on. And we all had to carry condoms because she wasn’t oblivious to what teenage boys would do, so we might as well be smart about it. She always insisted on two because if the first broke, the temptation to say fuck it and not use one wouldn’t be there.”
“Sounds like a smart lady,” I commented quietly. I liked those rules. They were simple but made a significant impact. 
“My first kiss wasn’t with Maggie. It was with a girl named Nadia Petrov. Her dad picked up work where he could, so her family moved around a lot. They were only in Cedar Harbor for a year,” Declan continued. “Anyway, the last time Maggie and I broke up, I spent a few days in East Havenwood to get away. It was mostly just playing cards and helping Martin, Arnie, and George run their errands like I always do. I was at the gas station, and I ran into Nadia. Turns out, she moved to East Havenwood and teaches in Olympia. We got dinner, caught up, and realized there was a mutual interest there.
“Nadia and I aren’t a good match in a lot of ways, but mostly because I’m not looking to leave Cedar Harbor and she’s not looking to leave East Havenwood. But, every once in a while, I was there. We’d get together from time to time and make a whole night of it. It wasn’t dating because there was no illusion of any kind of future, so more like companionship. I wouldn’t call it a random hookup though. We’re friends. We talk. She knows about my life. I know about hers.
“She’s dating a banker in Olympia now,” Declan told me. “He’s a single dad, and she’s happy. They’ve been together less than a year, but she’s considering moving to be closer to them.” 
“Good for her.” Man, were my feelings mixed about the whole thing. The man gave me a fuck ton of feelings about something that didn’t even affect us. “I get not wanting to be lonely.” 
“And you?” he asked. “You were with your husband since you were eighteen. Was he the only one? Or… I feel like this is probably inappropriate to ask.”
“It’s not,” I said. Granted, I wasn’t entirely sure how he’d react when I told him. “I’ve had six partners over the years, not including you. Liam and I had an open relationship.”
I waited in the lingering silence for him to say something. Open relationships weren’t for most people, which I understood. We’d had a lot of conversations about it before we decided it was the right direction for us considering our situation. 
“Oh,” he let out softly. I could practically hear the wheels turning in his head as he processed what I’d said. “Is that something you want? An open relationship?”
“It’s a little more complicated than that.” That was a phrase I’d used way too often when trying to explain how the hell my relationship with Liam worked. I’d loved him something fierce, but there were so many integral pieces to making us work. “Liam’s family was in finance. I still can’t tell you exactly what they do, but they’re very good at it. They have offices in Chicago, New York, and somewhere in Europe. He had big goals about what he wanted to do before he settled down, which I understood. I had my own, you know. But that meant he wasn’t around a lot. I worked in a gallery in New York. I was always home or at the studio. Liam was never home. There was one year I saw him three weeks out of the whole year.”
“That’s awful,” he said. What an understatement. 
“It was, but I understood why. I think a part of me admired his tenacity and his ambition. We had some big plans for getting married, settling down, having kids, going on nice vacations to show them the world, and never having to worry about money. The endgame was supposed to make the years of setting up a foundation worth it.” I sighed. At least I’d told myself that. “Unfortunately, it got very lonely for both of us. We ended up settling on an open marriage with rules to fill some of the loneliness.”
“What kind of rules?” 
“No bringing anyone into our home, always use protection, we both got tested regularly, and if feelings ever got involved, we had to tell the other person,” I explained. That was the easiest way to explain the six-hour conversation we’d had about the matter. Liam had been very technical about the whole damn thing, approaching it like a business meeting. “We spent all major holidays together, our birthdays, and our anniversary, even if only for a day or two. We talked a lot, and if things ever got bad, we were there for each other. Sometimes, I thought he kept me happy just so he’d have someone to come home to after all his endeavors, but I just got in my head sometimes. Liam really was a good man, and he did slow down once he proposed. We moved to Chicago, so he could run the Chicago offices for his father. His dad wanted to keep everything in the family. Something about old-world Scottish values. He stopped traveling, and we stopped having an open marriage. I could handle the long hours he was gone because he always came home at night.”
“Was it worth it?” Declan asked. 
“I don’t know.” I chewed on my lip. I’d wrestled with the question for a long time. Sure, the last year of our life together had been better but everything else? “Maybe? The money was there, but I would’ve liked him there. Don’t get me wrong, being a billionaire is nice, but I have over a decade in a relationship where we barely spent time together. I wish I had the memories instead of the money.” 
“I’m sorry, did you just say billionaire?” 
“Yes.”
“Then why the fuck did you buy the Brooklyn house?” Declan demanded ludicrously and tugged me to a stop on the trail as I laughed. 
“I told you, I like the view!” I exclaimed. 
“Just how rich are you?” he replied. “If you don’t mind telling me.”
“Don’t tell the rest of the town and I’ll tell you,” I said. 
“I wouldn’t.” 
“I could probably buy out all of Cedar Harbor on one month’s income,” I told him and waited for his reaction. The number was ridiculously large. Not everyone handled a large income gap well. 
“Okay then.” He let out a low whistle. His hand pulled gently on mine to get me walking again. The tiny little path opened to the road my house was on. At least, I was almost certain that was where we were. God, everything looked the same when so many trees were involved. I needed a compass, but I also needed to learn how to read a compass. Who even knew what way was north these days? “At least buy some furniture for your house so you’re not sleeping on the floor.”
“I did!” I retorted. “Mostly…”
“Do I even want to know?” I could hear the smile on his face. The judgment would be real when I answered his question. 
“I found really cute bathroom decorations and a purple pan set—”
“That’s not furniture,” he interjected. “You need a bed, honey.”
“I didn’t buy a bed. I bought a rocking chair, though,” I offered as consolation. I let go of his hand as I led the way down my long drive. 
“I can’t fuck you in a rocking chair,” Declan countered. The simple words coming out of his mouth made my arousal soar. It was the tiniest reminder of the shit that man would say. 
“You can if we get creative,” I shot back. I looked back over my shoulder to smile at him, but his focus was on the woods, his expression severe as his gaze scanned the trees. How he held himself, the darkness in his face… it was unsettling. His entire presence changed. I had no desire to find out what had caught his attention in the woods. But I had no self-control. I was a push-the-red-button kind of girl. “What’s wrong?” 
His attention snapped back to me. With impressive control, everything about him softened and he grinned. It was a forced smile as he strode toward me, hand extended. 
“Nothing,” Declan said. He was lying, that much I could tell. Granted, I knew very little about things that happened in the woods. For all I knew, there was a bear in the woods. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”
Shit. What if there was a bear in the woods? Honestly, I had no desire to know that. I hated the thought of another snake under my porch. Oh, God… what if I woke up tomorrow and found a bear in my backyard. 
I took hold of his hand and squeezed tight. I’d rather not think about what hid in the trees. I’d rather focus on the man walking me to my door. 
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Declan followed me quietly into the dark of my house, never saying a word as I unlocked the door. It wasn’t lost on me how his gaze continued to flick to the tree line. Note to self: get pepper spray. Did pepper spray work on bears? 
I rotated on my heels to ask Declan just that, but his arm locked around my waist. He backed me up against the closed door and braced his weight on it. His mouth landed on mine softly. I balanced on my tiptoes and curled my fingers into the front of his shirt as I pulled him closer. His tongue danced over the seam of my lips, and I opened for him, mine meeting his. The tiny little sigh he let go of wasn't lost on me, as if his relief was too much to hold in. 
My head swam with the intoxication that was everything about him. The musky woods clinging to his skin, the rough pads of his fingers against my soft belly, the quiet moans passing through his mouth. Kissing was an art form with this man. One he excelled at. He left me breathless. Every time we broke apart, his lips were back on mine in a heartbeat. Each kiss was needier than the last. His body pressed tight into mine, caging me between him and the door. 
He was hot, I was horny, and the air between us sparked with a heavy need for more. I wanted my hands on his naked skin. I wanted his dick inside me. I wanted to see stars with him all over again. 
God, the things this man did to me. 
By the time his mouth parted from mine, I had no doubts I needed new panties. His lips brushed against my cheek in a gentle gesture.
“Thank you,” Declan whispered, his voice rasping in his throat. I sighed as I enjoyed the warmth of his breath on my face when he spoke. Between words, he pressed the lightest of kisses to every inch of my face. “I didn’t say it before but thank you for saying yes. I know keeping the secret isn’t ideal.”
“Well, if I’m being honest, you’re getting the short end of the straw here,” I replied. He arched a brow as he stared at me. “I get to secretly date the hot lumberjack handyman who’s fixing up my house. You’re secretly dating a widow who doesn’t have her shit together and owns a house that’s falling apart a little more every day.”
“There’s not a damn thing wrong with you,” he said with such conviction that I almost believed him. He kissed the tip of my nose with a small smile. “You’re perfect, Raven.”
“You say that now, but you haven’t seen my mess.” I tried to play it off like a joke, but it was half-hearted. I was in over my head with this man—a fall hard and fast without any hope of stopping my descent down the dreaded love slope kind of in over my head. I had my own issues, and I didn’t know how he’d react to it all. 
“I’m here for it, Raven. I mean that,” he promised. His expression was earnest and serious in the kind of way that was hard to deny. I could only hope to hell he wasn’t the kind who scared away easily. I wanted him to stick around.
“Okay,” I whispered. “Are you coming over tomorrow?”
“I still have work to do,” Declan told me. As if the lack of affection between us was too much while we talked, he continued to plant feather-light kisses on every inch of my face. For something so sweet and endearing, it did nothing to cool to fire in my core. If anything, the contrasting sensations only stoked my desire for him more. “I need to finish up the lawn, and I want to start in on your back porch, so you don’t fall through. The old wood worries me.”
Why was listening to him talk about fixing my house so damn sexy? I had no clue.
“Besides,” he nipped my ear, “I promised you I’d make you come every day this week.”
Just the words sent a shiver through my body. His fingers tangled in my hair and gently tugged my head back. My eyes shut as his tongue swept down my neck. I slid my hands down the length of his chest and slipped my hands under his shirt, enjoying the firm span of his abdomen beneath my fingers.
“Just one?” I asked breathlessly.
“However many you want honey,” he replied. Those were dangerous words.
“I can be greedy.” With a tight grip on my hips, he flipped me around. I caught myself palms to the door. My ass pressed snugly against him. Even through his jeans, I could feel how hard he was. The notion made me groan. There were too many clothes between us.
“Tell me you want to come every day and I'll do whatever I can to make sure you do,” Declan murmured in my ear. His hand brushed over the curve of my hip, and he tugged open the button to my jeans. I wiggled against him, desperate for him to touch me. “Tell me you want me to touch this perfect cunt of yours every day and I'll get down on my knees to worship it.”
I gasped as his hand cupped my center, pressing hard as he pulled me against him. My hips rolled into his hand in search of more from him. The motion sent a delicious surge of heat through my core.  
“Be greedy and desperate for me. Tell me every dirty thought you have and every little thing you want me to do to you. Tell me everything you want, and I'll give it to you,” he promised. “But don't you ever apologize for knowing exactly what you want and asking for it.” 
I nodded, unable to form the words to reply. His teeth grazed my neck, and his tongue hovered over my soaring pulse. That deep growl of his vibrated through his chest and into mine as I arched back against him. Reaching behind me, I tangled my fingers into his hair. I needed to touch him. Needed to feel him. My skin burned unbearably hot and ready for him
“Tell me what you want, Raven,” Declan ordered with a gentle kind of authority hard to deny. He could tell me to do anything, and I’d do it. 
“Touch me, please,” I whispered, pleading with him. My knees nearly buckled when he obliged. His fingers slid through my wetness and sought out my clit, the rough pads of his callouses only increasing the sensations washing over me in violent waves. The man had me so wound up and ready to burst without so much as doing anything. There was a wicked kind of power in that. 
The slow circling of his fingers was sweet agony. Each stroke was powerful perfection with the right pressure to compound my arousal. My body was a bundle of overstimulated nerves desperate for the release I wanted.
I needed more from him. 
I needed him.
Reaching behind me, I ran my palm over his cock. The thick, hard bulge strained against his jeans. All I wanted was to free him. To stroke his soft skin with my hand until he was as ready to come apart as I was. 
Instead, Declan pulled my hand away and pressed my hand into the wood. His fingers laced through mine as he pinned me there. 
“Hands on the door, Raven,” he ordered. “This is about you”
“When is it about you?” I demanded. I just wanted to touch him—every glorious inch of his body. It felt unfair to deny him too. 
“If you think I don’t enjoy this, you’re wrong.” As if to prove his point, his hips thrust hard against my ass. I moaned with a mixture of frustration and messy need. I pushed back into him, enjoying the feel of his cock grinding into me, even if there were too many clothes between us. “Those little moans you make and the way my name falls off that pretty little mouth of yours is my favorite song. The way these sexy fucking hips move as I make you come is my favorite dance. The taste of your lips, the smell of your skin, the way you look at me… fuck, if I could devour you, I would. You’re more than enough. All of you.” 
Every single word shot through my core like lightning. Holy hell. I didn’t know what to do with words like those. I clamped down on that part of my brain, shutting it down and just letting my body feel. 
“Oh, God,” I let out. My head tipped back against his shoulder, and his mouth drifted over my jaw. Two fingers dipped inside me, stretching me as he pushed them in deep. I rocked against his hand, a frenzied mess needing more from him. The tension in my body overwhelmed me in the most delicious way. My thighs shook, and my knees threatened to give out. His free hand slipped under my shirt and locked around my waist, holding me flush to his chest. 
“Faster,” I whispered. I turned my head and sought out that sinfully dirty mouth of his. I drove my tongue between his lips as the urge to taste some part of him spiked in me. His fingers stroked that sweet spot with every quick thrust in and out of my pussy, making me cry out. 
I was a bomb ready to explode, every nerve in my body on fire just from his touch. I was panting, moaning, and writhing in his hands uncontrollably. Thank fuck he was holding me up because my knees were useless.
“Let go, Raven,” he encouraged as my muscles fluttered around his fingers. I rocked harder into his hand, meeting every thrust and pushing him deeper still. My pace was frantic and desperate. “That’s it, honey. Give me everything.”
His teeth sank into my neck, and a deep growl spilled out of him, vibrating against my skin. That growl? Oh, the things that growl did to me. It was primal and downright animalistic in nature. His desire communicated in sound. I felt it with every ounce of my being. It shattered whatever bit of control I had left. I came hard with his name tumbling off my lips like a prayer I couldn’t deny.  
He didn’t stop, the heel of his palm pressing against my clit to draw out the sensations surging through my body as I rode out my orgasm. He whispered words in my ear. Comfort, encouragement… who knew? I couldn’t comprehend a word being said to me. I was floating in a ridiculously wonderful haze. My heart hammered in my chest, and my breath came out in harsh gasps as his hand gently slipped out of me.
I collapsed against him. His warmth enveloped me when he wrapped his arms around me, creating a blanket I wished I could take with me everywhere. I gave into the solace he offered simply by being him. 
“You’re going to spoil me,” I told Declan softly. His lips brushed against my temple in a tender kiss. 
“Good. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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Grinding my teeth, I charged down the stairs and around the side of her house. The satisfied and sexy little smile she had on her face as I left her should’ve been enough. I should’ve been in a good mood despite the raging hard-on it left me with. I counted in my head, talking myself down. My wolf pushed upward in response to my frustration and building anger, inciting a deep growl in my throat. I stormed straight into the woods.
“All right, you fuckers,” I snarled into the dark. The underbrush rustled in response. They were out there. I’d heard their stupid bickering in my head when Raven and I had arrived at her house. The look of worry and fear on Raven’s face as she caught me staring into the trees only made it worse. I hated that. “Get your asses out here. Now. I’m not fucking around!”
Four wolves wandered out from between the trees. Only Nolan with his ears flat against his skull seemed to show any level of remorse for stalking me. The other three shitheads didn’t give a fuck.
‘Dec’s grumpy,’ Sam commented, his words floating through my mind effortlessly. He bared his teeth in a ridiculous rendition of a grin. ‘Didn’t get your rocks off?’
“That’s not what we’re going to talk about!” I snapped. My brothers and I were linked in a way other wolves in the pack weren’t. Mom said it was because we were descendants of the original Byrne brothers. Whatever the reason, whenever we were in wolf form, we could hear each others’ thoughts and communicate that way. Unfortunately, it only worked one way. If one of us was in human form while the others were wolves, the human couldn’t participate in the conversation. 
While it had its benefits, we ended up fucking around with it more often than not. It made secret conversations easy. It also made it easy to screw with each other when they weren’t in wolf form, a concept I’d been completely fine with until tonight. 
‘For the record, I had no say in this,’ Nolan commented. That I believed. 
“We have rules in place for a reason!” I exclaimed. We were far enough into the woods that I felt comfortable stripping. There was no way Raven would catch me out here. I stowed my clothes by a tree to come back to after our run. 
Shifting fast, I dropped on all fours. I shook out my fur and let out an angry growl. Everything was bigger, louder, and more prominent, including my anger. I bristled with it from nose to tail. Partly because my recognizing them in the woods had made Raven nervous and partly because I didn’t need to be messing up my chances with her due to my brothers hiding in the woods. The shitheads.
‘Oh, come on. You’re not fun,’ Lucas retorted. ‘It’s not like we sat outside the window while you had sex with her.’
‘Still not funny,’ Finn interrupted. I’d heard that story about Lucas and Sam screwing with him while on a date with Ella as retaliation for him bailing on them for her. 
‘All of you need boundaries,’ I said. Sam chuffed at me, and I lunged fast, nipping at his side. He yelped once before attempting to bite back and missing. ‘Get your shit together! I can’t have her thinking I’m fucking insane because you shitheads are out here doing God knows what!’
‘As fun as it is to watch you hand him his shit,’ Nolan began, clacking his fangs together, ‘we should get going.’
‘Do we have a route?’ I asked. As a part of our promise to the pack, my brothers and I planned to run a path through the woods. We figured that watching the activity in the woods was a solid start. If something was off, we hoped to find it before anything got worse. 
‘A general one,’ Lucas said. ‘It’s about a two-hour run and double backs through where the bear was killed three times.’
‘Let’s just hope we don’t run into anything,’ I muttered. God help us if we did.
We kept a steady pace as we ran and kept a wide berth between us. Occasionally, we stopped to listen to the forest, inhale the wind, and wait in the shadows to see if anything changed. The forest was quiet and peaceful. The cool breeze was welcoming as it ruffled my fur, and the dirt was soft and moist beneath my paws. 
The entire time I ran, my thoughts were on Raven. I kept them carefully locked down. The last thing I needed was to broadcast them for my brothers to hear. Her laugh, her voice, her smile… she consumed every corner of my mind even as my brothers prattled on around me. 
Pushing an hour and a half into our run, I was exhausted and panting. We were stopped in the middle of the woods. I was running faster than usual, but keeping up with Nolan and Lucas was a feat. The two were fast.
‘Shit,’ I grumbled. ‘I forgot why the fuck I don’t go out with you two.’
‘I want my lazy runs back,’ Sam agreed. 
‘You old fucks need to get back into shape,’ Lucas teased. 
‘Shut up,’ Nolan said. 
‘Oh, come on—’
‘No, shut up,’ he repeated strongly. My head swung in his direction. He stood tall, his tail low and rigid while his ears twitched. ‘There’s something out there.’
‘Fuck,’ I muttered. Four innocent words carried so much weight considering what we were dealing with. I prayed to God it was a stupid rabbit or small animal. ‘Spread out but not too far. Better safe than sorry.’
My ears perked up as I listened hard. My steps were careful as I moved through the underbrush. I tried to keep track of my brothers as well, but the sounds were too many. 
When a quiet rumble washed over me, I froze. My ears flattened to my skull. Hackles raised and teeth bared, I lowered to the ground. 
I recognized that growl. 
I knew what hid in the darkness. 
‘Nobody fucking move,’ I ordered.
‘What—’ Sam was cut off as the white wolf surged across his path. 
An involuntary growl tore through me. Even with my ability to see in the darkness, I had trouble following it. I did my best to keep my brothers in sight while still tracking the wolf’s path. It used the thick foliage to stay hidden. It kept to the outskirts of our group while my brothers inched closer. 
‘It’s herding us,’ Sam said.
‘Pursuit predation,’ Nolan corrected. Fucking kid. This wasn’t the time for that. ‘The tactic works better if the pack is hunting together.’
‘Do we fight it?’ Finn asked. ‘There’s five of us—’
‘We aren’t getting into a fight tonight!’ I interrupted. My gut told me it was a horrible idea. We had the numbers, but that didn’t matter. ‘We need to get the hell out of here and regroup.’
Easier said than done. I knew it. They knew it. But we had to try and then hope like hell it didn’t chase us. The smart thing for it to do would be to let us go since we were more. At least I could hope.
I took off, surging ahead to lead the way. Their paws beat against the dirt as they stayed hot on my tail. The forest dipped and swayed as I stuck to the path I knew by heart. I put every ounce of energy I had into veering us toward Sam’s house. It was the closest. 
I never saw it coming. 
I was too distracted.
Pain burst through my rib cage when I was slammed into a tree.
Teeth tore into my side. 
I snarled and grappled for my life, completely taken off-guard. A straight-up attack I hadn’t anticipated. 
It pinned me to a tree, leaving me unable to fight back. 
The flurry of white fur, fangs, and paws was disorienting. 
I was outsized.
More teeth sunk into my shoulder and yanked me forward. 
As quickly as it happened, it was over. 
The world pitched violently. Growling and snarling, baffling sounds of snapping and things breaking echoed in my ears. The pain overwhelmed me as I collapsed. 
On instinct, I did the only thing I could think of. 
I shifted back. 
Shifting while injured was the worst thing I could’ve done. Being injured made it worse. Whatever injuries I had stretched, tore, and deepened as my body became human. 
Every nerve in my body burst alive in an explosion of horrific sensations all at once. The pain was blinding. My shoulder ripped out of socket, and I heard screaming. Was I screaming? My throat burned raw. My fingers clawed desperately into the dirt while my body went rigid. 
“Dec! Hey!” Sam’s voice swam in my ears, barely audible over the roaring of my own heart. “Come on, Declan. Talk to me.”
“Shit, that’s bad,” Finn said between heavy breaths. “Nolan got the one up on it with Lucas’ help. They’re running it out now.”
“I need them back,” Sam snapped. Hands touched the back of my head. “Declan? Come on. I need you to say something. I need to… I need to know… how bad is it?”
“I shouldn’t have shifted.” I moaned and attempted to move just a tiny bit. The shockwave that rolled through my body sent bile surging into my throat. I swallowed hard as I did my best to hold it together. “Need… need Harvey.”
I didn’t give a damn which Harvey they got. I needed help. Bad.
“Okay, Finn, stay with him,” Sam ordered. “My house isn’t far, and the road is that way. The three of you need to get him to the road. I’ll grab my truck. It’ll be the fastest way to get him there. Got it?” 
“Yeah. Yeah. I got it,” Finn replied quietly. The fear in his voice stung.
“Dec, hey…” Sam’s voice lowered closer. “Can you get up? With help?”
“Have to give me a minute,” I managed to grit out between clenched teeth. “It hurts… it fucking hurts… how bad…”
“It looks bad,” he told me honestly. “Just focus on letting them get you to the road. We’ll do the rest, okay? We’ve got you, okay?”
“Okay.” As Sam disappeared, I did what I could. My stomach pushed hard against the back of my throat as I struggled to get up on my knees with the support of my good hand. My muscles threatened to give up for good right there. My eyes watered with pain while the world pitched dangerously. I hissed, “Fuck…”
“Don’t… don’t go too fast,” Finn ordered. “Just… just take your time, okay?”
“If I do that, you’ll have to carry me out of here.” If he responded, I didn’t hear him. My stomach won the battle, and I vomited. Pain slaughtered all my senses. I’d never experienced anything like it. I didn’t know how the hell I’d get through this. 
For as much agony as I was in, I was more scared than anything else. Terrified right down to the deepest parts of me. The other wolf had gotten the best of me in seconds. I never stood a chance. 
How the hell were we supposed to fight that? 
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Getting to Sam’s was a fucking blur. I had no sense of time and no sense of my surroundings. At one point, I was pretty sure I passed out on the forest floor because the next thing I knew, I was in the bed of Sam’s truck with pants on and no recollection as to how I got there.  
Only when I sat still in his kitchen did the world start to settle. I pressed my forehead to the edge of the table and squeezed my eyes shut. A garbage can waited at the ready between my knees. The pain came and went in crashing waves, making my muscles constrict and sending my stomach back into my throat. I couldn’t control it. I was at the point of dry heaving but couldn’t stop it. 
My wolf was a mess inside. It raged chaotically, pushing and pressing for its release. I did my best to control it, but I was weak. My resolve fractured little by little the longer the pain lingered. If I wasn’t careful, the scales would tip in my wolf’s favor. That wouldn’t end well. 
“Get another towel,” Sam ordered. He stood next to me, hands pressed tight against the bloody towel he held to my rib cage. His hands fucking hurt. I desperately wanted to push him away but didn’t have the strength to. Old towels littered the floor, and blood pooled on the tile. So much blood. How the hell was I still conscious?
“We’re out of towels,” Finn said. 
“Fuck!” he exclaimed. “Grab a fucking blanket.”
“Okay!”
“I’ll run to my place and grab whatever I have. I’ll go by Nolan’s too,” Lucas said. Nolan and Lucas lived across the street from each other so that made sense. “Mom should be here soon. She’s bringing more.”
“Where the fuck is Harvey?” Sam demanded. He was stressed and angry. “Fuck the rest of that shit! He needs a damn doctor.”
“You got me in pants,” I muttered, saying the first thing I could think of. Whose pants was I wearing?
“What?” he faltered. 
“I call it a win. I’m in pants,” I reiterated pathetically. Okay, maybe I was a little more out of it than I wanted to admit. The world was so foggy and unbalanced. 
“You’re not funny,” Sam snapped. “He’s not—”
“Sorry! Sorry!” Nolan was loud as hell as he entered the room. The table rocked as he dropped shit on it. “I got his clothes from the woods too. The last thing we need is for someone to randomly come across them.” 
“You went out there alone?” I asked in disbelief. My head shot up as I tried to stare at him, and I instantly regretted it as another bout of nausea slammed into me. I curled over the garbage can, throwing up whatever stomach acid I had left in me. The pain of the movement left me rigid, my muscles damn near seizing. 
“Easy,” Sam whispered.
“No, I wasn’t alone,” Nolan told me. “I promise.”
“What the fuck happened out there?” Mom practically shouted as she swept into the house. A little delirious, I giggled at her using the word fuck. The last time she’d sworn like that, Sam and I had stolen a car and taken it for a joyride on his sixteenth birthday. It was funny because every time she swore, it was also so damn scary. 
“Holy shit…” Connor let out in awe. Did I look so bad that it was awe-inspiring? Shit. “Out of the way, now.”
“You brought the vet?” Sam demanded. “Are you fucking kidding me? Does he look like he’s a wolf right now?”
“To be fair. I was when it happened,” I grumbled. I wasn’t sure anyone heard me. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I was talking out loud anymore. 
“I may be a licensed vet, but I’ve studied human anatomy as much as my sisters,” Connor said. His hand touched the spot between my shoulder blades, eliciting a pathetic whine from me. “Let me look you over.”
“Declan, honey,” Mom said softly. Her fingers brushed through my hairline. She swam in my vision when she crouched down next to me. “I’m here.”
“I’m sorry,” I murmured, the words barely coming out as my throat closed up with heavy emotion. She took my hand and squeezed it tight. Just the sight of her broke the damn holding back my emotions. Her being there made me vulnerable. I closed my eyes as I tried not to cry. 
“It’s okay.” She wiped away the tears spilling down my cheeks. I leaned into her hand, grateful for her.
“You shifted after you were hurt, didn’t you?” Connor asked. 
“He did,” Sam replied for me. 
“Okay.” He sighed, which wasn’t encouraging at all considering the situation. “I need to put your shoulder back in place before I do anything else. I’ll clean everything out and get you stitched up, but you need to see one of my sisters. They’ll probably give you an antibiotic and do scans. I can’t do that. I don’t know how deep the damage goes.”
“I can—” The rest of my words dissolved into a guttural scream as he twisted and popped my shoulder back into place. It left me gasping and vomiting all over again. 
“Sorry,” Connor mumbled while Sam cussed him out. “I’m used to animals, not people! I don’t have to count things out for them. I also don’t carry a human-friendly numbing agent for the stitches… so, this will hurt.”
“It’s fine,” I let out, panting hard. “Can’t hurt more. Just… get it done.”
Everything floated in and out of my ability to comprehend. I had a hard time keeping up with the flow of conversation as I fully felt every stab of the needle moving in and out of my skin. My senses heightened uncontrollably as I fought my wolf. I just wanted to pass out already. I’d rather be unconscious than deal with the pain. 
Surprisingly, Connor’s touch was gentle for a guy used to wrestling animals, a fact I was thankful for. I wasn’t sure how much more I could handle. 
“What happened out there?” Mom questioned. Hadn’t they already talked about this? Shit. I didn’t have a clue what was going on around me. 
“We were running our route like we agreed,” Sam said. “Nolan heard something moving, so we tried to figure out if it was just a fucking rabbit or something.”
“Language—”
“I’ll watch my language when my brother isn’t bleeding out on my kitchen floor!” he shot back at her. Mom gave him grace and said nothing. 
“We tried to get out of there,” Lucas took over. “We didn’t try to confront it, promise. Declan didn’t want us to.”
“I didn’t,” I muttered. If anyone heard me, they didn’t acknowledge me. Probably for the better. I had nothing constructive to add. 
“It came out of nowhere,” Sam continued. “Fuck, it was fast. It got the one up on him. One minute we’re running, the next it has Dec pinned against a tree, tearing into him. I don’t know what we did to piss it off, but… fuck, it was pissed off. Lucas and Nolan managed to get it out of there while Finn and I helped Dec.”
“We stepped into its territory,” Nolan stated. An angry round of commotion followed. “I know! It’s pack territory, but I looked into its eyes. There wasn’t an ounce of humanity in them. That size? It’s a Wild One for sure. We were in the wrong place at the wrong time. There were five of us and one of it. We scared it. Scared predators attack.”
Fuck. I’d been hoping we weren’t dealing with a Wild One. Wild Ones were wickedly unpredictable. 
“If that’s where it’s hunting, it’s closer to town than we thought,” Finn chimed in. “It was also… where the bear was found, this was nowhere near that. It’s moving around. Yeah, there’s only a handful of houses out that direction, which works in our favor, but there’s no telling where it’ll go next.”
Raven. Shit. Her house was one of those houses. If she went into the woods for some reason or another, there was no way to know if she’d run into it. She’d never make it out alive. I needed to warn her.
“What the hell are we supposed to do, Mom?” Sam asked. “How the fuck do we handle this?”
“I need to talk to David and the others,” she told him. “I’m not sure the best way to handle this. I’m used to handling children during their first shifts. I’ve never… I don’t know the last time there was a Wild One this way. Or even how long it’s been here. And certainly not this size. I think the last one was taken out with a hunting party. A human hunting party.”
The uncertainty in her voice cut through me. She was nervous. Mom was never nervous. That didn’t bode well for us.
“Is this about to turn into Jaws?” Finn replied. “Get the town together on hunting this thing down?”
“No humans,” I interjected weakly. 
“I know it’s not my place to voice my opinion,” Connor began hesitatingly, “but I’d err on the side of caution and agree with Declan on this one. He’ll only survive this because he’s a wolf. His healing factor will make it easier. He’s damn lucky the rest of you were there. I saw what it did to the grizzly. A human wouldn’t stand a chance. It’d rip them apart.”
“What if we chase it north?” Lucas suggested. “Toward the border? If we push it far enough into Canada with enough of us on its tail, there’s nothing but forests up that way. No humans.”
“It came from down south,” I whispered. 
“What?” Mom asked. 
“Roan,” I said quietly. “The Ironwoods dealt with it. They didn’t see it, but it was down there.”
“Shit. I need to call Brady,” she muttered. Brady was Roan’s dad and the former leader of the Ironwood pack. He and Mom were the weirdest best friends considering he was a massive gruff biker and she was a tiny school teacher. They were polar opposites. There was more to their story than she let on, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask. 
“Last one,” Connor whispered as he gently squeezed my shoulder. Oh?
“You’re fast,” I mumbled. “It’s only been a few minutes.”
“We’ve been sitting here longer than you think, Dec,” Sam said. Oh. I tried to reply but had no words. 
“You need to be careful not to tear your stitches,” Connor told me. “I suggest keeping someone around for help—”
“He’s staying here,” Sam interrupted. His tone offered no room for argument, even if I wanted to. The thought of being alone was awful. I was fucking miserable in the worst ways. 
“Good,” he said. “I used dissolvable stitches, but you may be healed before that. If you’re healing too fast, I’ll take them out. I’m going to wrap your arm and shoulder to secure them to your body while your shoulder heals. You shouldn’t try to use them.” 
“You ask for help. Do you understand me?” Mom ordered. “No being stubborn, Declan. Don’t try to do something stupid. You ask for help.”
“I hurt too much to do stupid,” I admitted under my breath. Doing something stupid would require too much effort and energy. I didn’t have that. I just wanted to crawl under something warm and pass the fuck out until it was over. 
“My sisters can give you something for the pain,” Connor said. I sat in silence as I let him maneuver me like a damn doll to bandage my ribs and my shoulder and wrap me up in a thin layer of bandaging to hold my arm across my chest. 
It was slow. 
It was agonizing. 
I vomited again. 
And at the end of it, I was about ready to disappear into the woods and never come back. My wolf seemed to agree, fighting me harder. I was barely holding my shit together. 
“Okay,” Mom whispered as she ran her fingers through my hair. Her voice floated in and out of my ears. “You’re okay. You’re okay, sweetheart.”
I most certainly was not.
Taking my time, I pushed away from the table and stood. 
Fuck, that was a bad idea. 
“Hey, take it slow,” Connor ordered quickly. His hands touched my sides to steady me. Did the world sway? Maybe it was me. “You’ve lost a lot of blood.”
I wanted to say something. Words clung to my mouth, but my tongue was too heavy to do anything about it. Whatever blood I had left rushed violently to my head, and the world pitched hard and fast. 
I heard my name being yelled but darkness yanked me under before I could do anything about it. 
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Stupid stairs.
I winced as I pressed the ice cube gently to my busted lip. I should’ve been worried about more than just the busted lip. After all, I’d woken up in my backyard a little too close to the water for my liking. But it wasn’t the first time shit like this had happened, and I could guarantee it wouldn’t be the last. 
Thankfully, Declan was uncharacteristically late. The last thing I wanted was for him to find me naked by the water. My neighbor was far enough away and senile enough that there’d be no questions, but if Declan had found me? There would’ve been questions I wasn’t ready to answer. 
I groaned with frustration and tossed the melting ice cube into the sink. As I wiped away the trail of cold water on my chin, I grabbed my phone for the umpteenth time. Still nothing from Declan. Where was he? He was hours late. Had I scared him away somehow? He certainly seemed fine when he had me pinned between him and the door with his hand down my pants. 
I wanted to believe it wasn’t me, but I had a hard time believing otherwise. I was in full teenage girl mode as I waited for him to call or text or something. It was a small town. There was no way in hell he could ghost me. Not here. 
Granted, he had walked home through the woods in the dark. I’d heard the stories about the dead bear outside of town. What if he ran into something and got hurt?
My thumb hovered over his name in my phone, and I gave in before it wrecked me. Stupid man did things to me. 
“Hello?” The groggy voice on the other end gave me pause. It was deep and gritty, nothing like Declan’s. I was almost certain it was Sam’s but couldn’t quite tell. 
“Is this Sam?” I asked. 
“Yeah. Why?”
“What are you doing with Declan’s phone?” I frowned. 
“Is this his… damn it,” Sam grumbled. “Who the fuck is this?”
“It’s Raven,” I replied. “Why are you answering his phone?”
“Raven… shit.” He sighed. The way he hemmed and hawed before he answered put me on edge. “Look, Dec came by last night to help me with something… just a job I’m working on. And he… there was an equipment malfunction, and he got pretty banged up.”
My heart stuttered in my chest. He what? 
“Banged up?” I repeated quietly as I gripped the counter for support. “How? Like a few bruises and he’s fine, or…” 
I couldn’t say anything more. I needed to hear him say it. My mind threatened to run away with a dozen little what-ifs. I couldn’t do this again. 
“Dislocated and tore open his shoulder, tore open his side,” Sam explained flatly. My mouth fell open but no words came out. That sounded a lot more than a little banged up. “Doctor stitched him up, put his shoulder back in, but he’s not doing so great right now. He needs some space to get better.”
Space? From me?
“Can I come see him?” I asked. All I wanted to do was see him. To see he’d be okay with my own eyes. I couldn’t imagine waiting. 
“No,” he snapped. “Just give him space, okay? When he’s better, he’ll call you.”
Without another word, he ended the call. I stared at my lock screen with my stomach in knots and my eyes stinging. I wasn’t a sit-around-and-wait kind of woman, especially not when someone I cared about was hurting. 
“Screw that,” I muttered and swiped my car keys off the counter. Some grumpy asshole couldn’t tell me to stay away. If he was, he’d have to say it to my face. 
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Cars lined the drive and the lawn. I eased into the grass along the street and prayed like hell I’d be able to pull away from the angle it put my car on. Sam sat shirtless on the porch steps, smoking. He looked worse for wear, his long hair knotted and his eyes exhausted. His expression was less than thrilled when he saw me. 
“Jesus fuck,” Sam growled as I got out of my car. He flicked away his cigarette, staring me down. As if his pissed-off expression would do him any good. I didn’t give up so easily. I crossed my arms and planted my feet on the lawn to meet his gaze defiantly. “You don’t know how to take no for an answer, do you?”
“Not generally, no,” I said. “My stubbornness is one of my better traits.”
“You keep telling yourself that,” he retorted. Exhaling in frustration, he climbed to his feet. “I told you no.”
“I just want to see him. Please. I can’t not know—”
“That’s horrible grammar.”
“Sue me,” I shot back. “I need to see him. Please? You can’t just tell me that and expect me to not worry about him.”
His gaze was unwavering. The hardness in his expressions was a front. I could see it in his eyes. He was worried. And why wouldn’t he be? From what I could tell, he and Declan were close. 
Damn it, I was going about this the wrong way. He wasn’t lashing out and being an asshole just to be an asshole. He was scared. That I could work with. 
“I’m going to hug you now,” I announced. Surprise flicked across his face. He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off. “You, Sam Byrne, have clearly had a crappy night and need a hug. So, as an added risk to my already salacious town reputation where you’re concerned, I’m going to hug you now.” 
“But I—” He fell silent as I wrapped my arms around his waist and squeezed unreasonably tight. For a fraction of a moment, he froze. Yeah, I probably wouldn’t know what to do with me either. He gave in with a tiny sigh, and his arms settled loosely around my shoulders. He muttered, “This is weird.”
“Only if you make it,” I said into his shoulder. The strong smell of soap, cigarettes, and something sterile clinging to his skin overwhelmed me, but I refused to let go as his hold on me tightened. His body folded around mine as if desperate for comfort and support. I could feel the way his tension and stress moved through him. 
It was short-lived, though, as he finally stepped back and cleared his throat. 
“Don’t wake him.” It wasn’t a request. It was a warning. I nodded. “And you take your shoes off. Everyone else is asleep. I won’t have you waking them too.” 
“Shoes off. Super quiet. Got it,” I said and slipped off my sneakers. I hurried after him as he stormed up the porch steps. He paused in the doorway, glancing back at me. Maybe I looked too eager, but something in his expression transitioned to annoyance. For a fraction of a second, I worried he’d change his mind. 
“What happened to your lip?” he asked. 
“I’m clumsy,” I told him. It wasn’t a lie per se. I really could be clumsy.
“Don’t wake him,” Sam repeated darkly before stepping aside to let me in. Just as he said, the house was dark. Lucas, Nolan, and Finn had taken over the living room, using whatever they could to sleep on. Lucas and Nolan were a pile of limbs on the couch while Finn was propped up in a chair with his feet on a table. 
How they came together was sweet.
Sam gestured silently for me to follow him down a long hall, and I stuck close. He opened the last door and waited for me to go in. Clearly not trusting me, he kept it cracked slightly as he left me alone. 
The room was ridiculously dark, making it nearly impossible to see anything than the outline of Declan in the big bed. I tiptoed, unsure of how deeply he slept and not wanting to risk Sam’s wrath. Declan lay rigid in bed with his left arm secured across his torso. The bandages on his shoulder and rib cage were thick. Sweat made his forehead slick and his expression was pained even in his sleep. 
Oh, my heart… 
With careful movements, I crawled onto the bed by his good side and stole a tiny corner of his pillow. He stirred and his head turned slightly in my direction, but he didn’t open his eyes. His brows furrowed deeper, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d hurt him in the process. My stomach twisted anxiously, and my heart ached for him.
“I don’t like cheese,” Declan mumbled without warning, his words slurring together somewhat in his sleep. 
“Well, that’s a crime against humanity,” I whispered. “But I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t offer you any.” 
“I like my favorite girl.”
“Oh? Is that so?” A small smile tugged at the corner of my mouth with the words. He made some kind of agreeable sound. 
“I’m nodding,” he said. 
“You’re not.”
“I know.” He sighed, his warm breath fanning across my face. Tempting Sam’s wrath, I inched closer to Declan and slid my hand through his. His fingers clung to mine as I pressed a kiss to his uninjured shoulder. “I forgot to call you, didn’t I?”
“It’s okay,” I replied softly. “Sam told me what happened.”
“I’m fine,” he murmured. “I’ll be fine. You’re not getting out of our date.” 
“Wasn’t dreaming of it.” I really wasn’t. I kissed his shoulder once more for reassurance. 
“This isn’t how I pictured getting you back in bed,” he admitted, making me laugh. I shushed him gently and ran my fingers through his hair. 
“Go back to sleep,” I said. “I don’t want to incur the wrath of Sam Byrne.”
“Sam can go fuck himself if I can’t talk to you,” Declan grumbled. 
“Oh? Really?”
“No,” he let out wistfully after a moment of considering it. “I like him.”
“That’s what I thought.” 
“I don’t like cheese.”
“You said that.” I squeezed his hand affectionately. “Go back to sleep, baby.”
“But—” I cut him off by gently pressing my lips to his. His mouth opened slightly, and his tongue flicked over my bottom lip with a tiny moan. I loved the little sounds this man made when he kissed me. I wanted to hear him make them over and over but later. For now, he needed sleep. 
“Go to sleep, baby,” I repeated softly against his lips. I brushed my fingers through his hairline and snuggled closer to his arm, paying extra attention to how the bed moved when I did. I closed my eyes and breathed him in deeply. Sweat and antiseptic clung to his skin, a sad replacement for the aroma of warm bonfires and cedarwood I’d come to adore. 
Saying a silent prayer, I begged God and anyone else who would listen to make sure I didn’t sleepwalk. I sank into the comfort of being next to him and drifted off to sleep. 
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“Raven.” Sam’s voice cut through my sleepy fog. It took me a moment to get there, but I did—remembering I was in his house, in his bed, cuddling his brother. Oh, how long had I slept? “Come on. I need you to get up and go. They’re sending someone over to take a look at him.”
“Oh,” I let out softly. I sat up carefully and ran a hand through my hair. 
“Yeah, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be here when Maggie gets here,” he said. Of course, Maggie was his nurse. Why wouldn’t she come take care of her ex-boyfriend? That only seemed like the logical thing to do, even if it did spike an unsettled feeling in my stomach. 
Suddenly, I hated the secret. I hated his desire to date me privately. I glanced over my shoulder at him. More than anything, I wanted to stay there with him. Maggie got to be there for him while I had to vanish. That didn’t seem fair. I was a grown adult, but damn if that didn’t hurt a little. 
“Can I have a minute?” I asked. 
“Yeah, but just a minute.” Sam nodded. He left me alone with Declan, door cracked and all. 
“I’ll be back, I promise,” I whispered. Leaning over, I pressed my lips lightly to his. He didn’t stir, which was probably a good thing. Even if he couldn’t hear me, I let myself ramble for a few minutes with the hope that something might get through to him. “I adore you. I won’t touch anything sharp, and I won’t mess with the sink. I’ll even try calling Jerry to see if he’s back from vacation again, so you won’t have to worry about it. And I’ll be careful on the back steps too. When you’re better again, I’ll have a list of questions for you like we said we’d talk about.” 
I kissed him once more before slipping off the bed. I stared at him a moment longer with my heart aching to stay. Maybe I should’ve put my foot down and just stayed. Surely the circumstances trumped his desire to wait until we had a better foundation. Even with how badly I wanted to stay, I couldn’t do that to him. I knew what it meant and I’d agreed to it. 
In the hall, I gently closed the door and paused at the raised voices in the living room. 
“God, I can’t believe how stupid you are!” Maeve snapped. “Did you even stop to think about the repercussions of your actions?”
“I did,” Sam replied angrily. “I’m a fucking pushover, what can I say?”
“Do you have any idea—”
“She doesn’t belong around him!” he yelled at her. I wasn’t expecting that. My heart lodged in my throat. I knew he questioned my intentions with Declan but still. 
“Raven?” Nolan appeared at the other end of the hall. Did he think I shouldn’t be around Declan either? The pity on his face triggered a floodgate of feelings I didn’t want to deal with. Try as I might, I couldn’t force a smile. “It’s not what you think.”
“It’s okay,” I told him as I made myself say the words. It wasn’t okay. I hurried through the living room toward the front door and avoided his entire family. The weight of their gazes followed me. I knew I’d snap if I stopped. Whether it was to cry or yell or some combination of both was up in the air. 
“Shit,” Sam swore with frustration. “Raven—”
“It’s okay,” I repeated. Never stopping, I swiped my shoes off the ground and hurried out the front door. 
“Raven,” Nolan called after me. I tried to wave him off, but he caught my arm and pulled me to a grinding halt. “It’s not what you’re thinking.”
“He doesn’t want me around. Declan or Sam. I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I get it. I can’t be here.” 
“Declan definitely wants you around. And Sam… it’s complicated. Sam’s complicated. I promise, it’s not you,” he said quietly. I couldn’t muster the words for a decent reply, so I settled on shrugging once more. “I have to go to the shop. Why don’t you let me take you to breakfast?”
“Why don’t I run the store for you?” I offered instead. Why was I doing this to myself? Granted, it wasn’t Nolan’s fault I was a little more insecure in everything than I wanted to admit out loud. 
“I can’t ask you to do that.” He shook his head. 
“It’s not asking if I’m offer,” I replied. “Besides, you should stay here with your family. I can call to have you walk me through the bigger shit like opening and closing. I can handle a few days.”
I could use the distraction for a few days. It was better than sitting around my house hoping for an update.
“Are you sure?” Nolan asked with a frown. From the way his gaze flicked back to the house, I could tell he wanted to take me up on the offer. 
“It’s okay. I need something to do,” I admitted a little too pathetically. “I can’t just sit around and hope someone updates me.”
“I’ll keep you updated,” he promised. “You sure I can’t entice you with a late breakfast on me? I’m okay with going in for at least a little bit.”
“I’m not hungry,” I said. 
“Okay. Ginny will be in for a few hours this afternoon to give you a break.” He pulled a set of keys out of his pocket and began separating them. Shoving my shoes under my arm, I held out my hand as he started dropping several in my palm. “This one opens the front door and this one the back. This is the register key. And this is my apartment key. Not for the cats. If you don’t want to drive across town to take a break, use my apartment. Help yourself to anything I’ve got. I mean it.”
“Thanks, Nolan.”
“No, thank you,” he corrected. He dropped a quick kiss on my cheek. “I do mean what I said. Declan likes having you around.”
“Sure,” I whispered as I watched him walk back into the house. 
Declan didn’t have to have the same opinion as his family. I knew that. But even as I swallowed the rising lump in my throat, I couldn’t help but worry a part of him would listen to them. Family was everything to him. He’d been very clear about that. How long would it be before their opinions influenced his own?





CHAPTER 43
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RAVEN






An unnaturally cool breeze rolled off the water, swirling through the trees and kicking up leaves. I stood in the backyard with the overgrown grass brushing against my knees. It needed to be cut. The whole yard needed major upkeep if I planned to buy the house. 
I wrapped my arms around torso, shivering as I turned to stare at the decrepit house. It was a mess. I knew that. But I adored the little house. I adored its quiet location and its gorgeous view. So what if it needed some work? Didn’t we all?
“It’s a good spot, lovebird.” The nickname made me glance at the water. Liam stood on the dock with his hands in his pockets. He toed the loose boards with his dress shoes, a frown tugging on his mouth. The crease between his mossy hazel eyes deepened as the boards screamed at him. I laughed. 
“You think?” I asked. “It needs a little work.”
“A little?” he repeated incredulously, only succeeding in making me laugh harder. He ran a hand through his russet hair and blew out a hefty breath. “I think a little is an understatement, lovebird. You’re better off tearing the whole thing down, don’t you think? Get a good crew in here to build a safe house?” 
“But I love this house,” I told him. 
“I know you love the house, Raven, but the location worries me,” he said. It was my turn to frown. I didn’t like his tone or the look on his face. 
“What’s wrong with the location?” I demanded. I planted my hands on my hips and stared up at him, ready to fight him over the house I wanted. His face only softened in response.
“Lovebird, there’s a long list of ways this place is too dangerous for you,” Liam replied. “You sleepwalk, Raven.” 
He said it as if I needed a reminder. 
“You have to think proactively,” he continued. “You almost drowned once. Are you really willing to risk it again?”
I opened my mouth to argue and promptly closed it as another heavy shiver ran through my body. It was so damn cold for April. 
“I’ll be fine.”
“You’re not.”
“Yes, I am,” I insisted defiantly. 
“It’s not that cold out, lovebird,” Liam whispered. “I need you to wake up now.”
What a strange thing to say…
“Wake up, Raven—

I gasped, violently sputtering out water and desperate for air. The world was a watery mess as I tried to figure out what the hell had happened. I shook from head to toe, water-logged and disoriented. God, it was so damn cold.
In true my-life-was-complete-chaos fashion, I’d managed to walk my sorry ass out of my house and right off my fucking dock. Thank God for shallow water. I scrambled through the sandy water and hurried across my lawn. Naked, soaking wet, and freezing, I was a mess. 
No, I wasn’t a mess. 
I was a fucking disaster. A stupid, silly girl for thinking I could do this.
My eyes burned as tears spilled down my cheeks. My mom was right. I needed to go to Olympia to see that doctor, and I hated the idea. I wanted to do this on my own. I wanted to live on my own. I wanted to be an adult on my own. And yet, the older I got, the more it seemed like I was stuck relying on people to help me not end up dead because of a medical condition. 
Slamming my back door shut, I stormed to the bathroom for a warm shower before work. Focusing on The Treehouse would be much easier than focusing on fixing myself. 
[image: image-placeholder]I didn’t drive to The Treehouse. I had too much anxious energy for that and just enough time to get a fast run in the early hours as the sun began to peek over the horizon. I hated the lack of updates, even if it’d only been a day since I’d left Sam’s house. Really, probably nothing was happening over there. I was mad at myself for waking up in the damn water. Dreaming of Liam had dredged up more painful memories and emotions that I didn’t want to deal with. 
I poured my energy into organizing the store. I cleaned every inch of it including the windows and doors until they were sparkling. I plotted fun displays to draw more sales in. For as nice as Nolan was to the town, he needed to build more sales. People came and went, but I could count on one hand how many people bought anything. It was a poor business model, one in need of a little bit of tweaking. 
Every few hours, I sent Declan a text message. I knew he probably wasn’t reading them, but I missed him. If I couldn’t spend time there, I planned to keep a ready flow of random messages to let him know I was thinking about him. I tried my best not to feel sad when he didn’t reply. He needed rest, and I told myself that on repeat. 
The jingling of the bell over the door drew me out of my frantic cleaning thoughts. A man walked in with golden blond hair and sea-green eyes. The smattering of stubble on his face accentuated his jawline, and the grin he settled on me was killer. While he tried to exude the small-town boy feel, it was obvious how he tried to fit in. I’d spent enough time around city men to recognize one. Still, he was handsome in his flannel-wearing, Hollywood smile kind of way. 
“Hi!” he greeted cheerfully. “You’re new!”
“I am,” I said with a laugh. I’d probably be the new girl for years at the rate people moved to Cedar Harbor. “I’m Raven Woods.”
“Raven,” he repeated with a slow nod. “Unique name. Did you know ravens can mimic human voices?”
“I did not.” I liked getting random bird facts over being told my parents had a sense of humor about my name. 
“They’re one of my favorite birds,” he told me. Offering a hand to shake, he said, “Michael Smithson, elementary teacher and bird enthusiast.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Michael.” I meant it. I liked his bubbly personality. 
“I want to say you’re new not just to The Treehouse but also to Cedar Harbor,” Michael commented. “Granted, I’m still fairly new, so I’m not entirely sure.”
“Where are you from?”
“Los Angeles.” That’d explain the million-watt smile. “Tried and failed miserably as an actor. I did a few of those… let’s just call them bad sci-fi movies, but I decided I could only die by strange monsters so many times before it got old. I went back to school to be a teacher where I can be equally dramatic, it’s better appreciated, and the pay is generally better.”
“Do you teach film?” I teased. There was no room for a film teacher in a town like Cedar Harbor.
“I teach first graders, so it’s like a constant comedy,” Michael replied with a chuckle. “I did help start up a little film club for the high schoolers.”
“All three of them?” 
“Four, but close. Good guess,” he said. That perfect grin had to be breaking his face. “Where are you from? You don’t scream small-town girl at all.”
“I grew up outside of Miami,” I told him. As far away from the ocean as possible because I was a stupid liability. I was bitter, tired, and needed to get my head on straight so I could function for the day. 
“Girl, get yourself some flannel,” he exclaimed and made me smile. This town and their flannel obsession. “Hey, now. Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. Flannel is everything. And that’s coming from a guy who used to only have dress shirts and polos in his wardrobe. They’re comfy, stylish, and help with the cold.”
“I lived in New York and Chicago before moving here,” I admitted. “Winters there—”
“Never mind, you’ll be fine,” Michael interjected with a wave. “This will be a breeze compared to that.”
“Most things are compared to a Midwest winter. What can I get for you?” I asked. “Coffee? Breakfast? Conversation?”
We seemed to be stuck on the conversation end of things, but he had to be there for more of a reason than that. He sighed and leaned against the counter. 
“I need to buy a box of books,” he replied. “I locked my books in the teacher’s lounge and need a handful fast.”
“Why not just unlock the lounge?” I frowned. That seemed like the simplest solution. 
“I run an unauthorized school program.” He offered a sheepish grin—a boyish grin that broke the perfected million-watt smile. I liked the sweet, boyish one better, but I couldn’t help wondering what the hell he was involved in. “It sounds worse than it is, I promise. The school just doesn’t want to be held liable.”
“What does that mean?”
“The level of poverty in Cedar Harbor is higher than people think,” Michael explained. “I’ve noticed over the last few years a lot of my kids come to class hungry, don’t have lunches, and are left outside the school to wait until classes start. And it’s the same after school. It’s no fault of the parents. At least, I don’t like to blame them. I grew up with a single mom who was always gone working her ass off. These parents have to work, and the money’s just not there. You can’t fault them for that. Parents who can help each other do, but everyone’s pretty much in the same position. Sometimes there’s just not enough money to feed the kids, which is honestly the most heartbreaking thing on the planet. I usually have books, some coloring stuff, and snacks around at all times. I try to keep them fed and entertained outside of school hours until school starts or until their parents can pick them up. The older kids shouldn’t have to be babysitters. That’s not fair to them either. But I locked all my stuff in the lounge, so now I have a car full of gas station snacks and I need books.”
“That’s so sweet of you,” I replied in awe. It really was incredibly sweet of him. “What do you do when it rains?”
Who was I kidding? It was Washington. It rained a lot. 
“Umbrellas.” He shrugged. “There’s not a lot of options since the school doesn’t want to be liable for them outside of class hours. I get it. That’s a lot to put on the school, but someone has to do something.”
“Those jackasses,” I muttered. Seriously, it was a school! They couldn’t just leave their kids out in the cold and rain. Hell, what were they supposed to do in the snow? Stand outside and wait for hours? Those poor kids. “Does the bus come down Main Street?”
“It does.”
“Can you convince the bus driver to bring the kids here after school? And the parents could drop them off in the morning?” I suggested. “I can make sure there’s breakfast and dinner foods, but I can also figure out lunches they can take too. Snacks and shit. That way they can have food, they can read whatever they want, there are tables… it seems like a better solution than standing outside.” 
I was overstepping boundaries, but the kids needed help. I couldn’t just leave the kids outside. Plus, I needed a way to keep busy. 
“I couldn’t do that—”
“You can,” I insisted with a smile. “I may have to figure out something else once Nolan comes back to work.”
There were a handful of empty storefronts, including the one next door. It wouldn’t be that hard to buy one outright with cash to get my hands on it. I knew Kari would be more than happy to help. 
“Are you sure?” Michael asked again. There was an emotion on his face that I couldn’t quite read. Gratitude? Relief? “It’d be a great help. And I’ll be here for all of it. It won’t be just you. I’ll bring my work and help keep an eye on them.”
“So, we’ll tag team them! That works for me.” As we chatted, I grabbed a few of the reusable tote bags Nolan kept around. We wandered through the store and tossed books in the bags for him to bring to the kids. Maybe I was biting off more than I could chew, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t let a bunch of kids go hungry or without care. That wasn’t me. Not when I had more money than I knew what to do with. Snacks, books, and a safe place for them to stay while their parents worked was an easy request to fill. “This morning is too late for me to get them anything else but take all the sandwiches and other breakfast stuff for them too.”
“I couldn’t—”
“It’s better than gas station food, Michael.”
“You don’t have to do this, Raven,” he told me as he accepted the bags. I kept busy packing up food for him. “It’s a lot to take on.”
“I don’t have anything but a project house to fill my time right now,” I admitted sadly. “And my handyman is down for the count, so I don’t have that. Besides, if you can do something to help, you should.”
“Yeah, you should,” Michael agreed. “Why don’t we do dinner tonight? You and me? I’m almost certain I can coordinate all picks being done here today. I’ll take you out afterward, and we can scheme? Get to know each other?”
Oh. Oh, crap. 
“It’s… it’s just…” I stumbled over my words, my brain glitching. I walked my ass right into that one, didn’t I? “Dinner is good… dinner is good, it’s just…”
“Friends.” He gave me another one of those million-watt grins. “I hear you loud and clear. He’s a lucky guy whoever he is. What do I owe you for all this?”
“Nothing.” I shrugged. Tearing off a piece of receipt paper, I jotted down my number for him. “Just call it my first investment. Text me though, if I’m going to end up with a store full of kids tonight.”
“Done deal. I’ll see what I can do, but I need to get to the school if I’m going to catch parents before drop-offs start,” Michael said. Scooping up the bags of food, I followed him outside and helped him load everything into his SUV. “Thanks again, Raven. Really. Not just for me but for the kids and parents as well. It’s nice to have someone else in on this.”
“My pleasure,” I told him. And it was. 





CHAPTER 44

[image: image-placeholder]
DECLAN






I woke up with a hell of a need to piss and was hungry enough to eat a bear. My body hurt head to toe, and I was disoriented. My wolf struggled equally and was particularly vocal about its urges to leave and run. That didn’t happen often. What day was it? How long had I been out? 
The blackout curtains kept much of the room in darkness, giving me little indication of what time of day it was. I remembered enough to know Sam’s room. Growls in my ears and teeth in my side were a vivid memory that tugged at me. The pain was the worst thing I’d ever experienced, and I’d only made it worse by shifting. So fucking stupid. 
I made myself sit up instead of calling out for help. I just wanted a moment to figure myself out. To figure out how bad I was before Mom got involved. Surprisingly, the hurt was only that. It hurt. It hurt no more than me pushing myself too far on a long work week. Fuck. That meant I’d been in and out of it for days. I could barely remember any of it. 
Uncomfortably thick bandages secured my arm across my torso. There was an insatiable itch under it all I couldn’t reach but moving wasn’t horrible. I was stiff but able to make it through going to the bathroom on my own. Thank God for small wins. 
The man in the mirror looked like utter crap. My hair was matted and gross with sweat, the bags under my eyes were heavy, and my beard was in that awkward place of not having grown in enough to compensate for the length. Shades of bruises covered my body, but otherwise, I didn’t look too horrible. I wanted to know what I looked like underneath the bandages. I was too scared to take them off. 
Instead, I meandered my way out of the bedroom. Sam’s house was in full swing of activities, and it took a moment before anyone realized I was up. Mom and Finn were in the kitchen cooking, Nolan sat with his computer at the table, and Sam played some game on the TV with Lucas. 
“Oh, holy shit!” Lucas exclaimed when he saw me. I cringed as the house dissolved into calamity when they all caught on. Too many questions to follow were asked, everyone rushed to their feet, and I still wasn’t conscious enough for all of it. 
“Okay!” I bellowed over all of them. “Please, just… too much. Too much at once.”
“How are you feeling, sweetheart?” Mom asked. Her fingers brushed through my hairline, and the small gesture was comforting. 
“Hungry, hurting, want this thing off me,” I mumbled. My wolf echoed its agreement against my core. If I didn’t do something to satisfy it, I’d lose control. We could only ignore our wolves for so long. 
“I bet,” she said and glanced at Sam. “Can you call the Harveys? See if someone can come over and give him a look over now rather than tonight.”
“On it,” he replied and disappeared out the front door.
“Come on, sweetheart.” Mom touched my upper arm, gently guiding me toward the kitchen. “Let’s get you something to eat. We’re making subs for dinner. You tell me what you want on a sandwich, and I’ll make it.”
“Bread,” I grumbled. I grabbed an uncut roll off the counter as we passed it and took a big bite. The bread was cold, but I didn’t care. I was too hungry to wait. 
“I can make you a sandwich,” she repeated with amusement lacing her voice. That didn’t surprise me. I used to scarf down rolls like a heathen as a teenager. 
“Yes, please,” I whispered as I let her settle me in a chair. 
“You make the caveman a sandwich, Mom.” Lucas chuckled. “I’ll take a look at your shoulder.”
“Are you allowed to do that?” Nolan asked. 
“I can do basic first aid,” he retorted. “I can cut him out of the bandages.”
“Fuck yes.” I groaned, desperate for freedom. For once, Mom didn’t say anything about my language. 
“Maggie already took out most of the stitches,” Sam announced as he slammed the front door coming in. The scowl on Mom’s face made me wince. Always with slamming the door. “But she’s coming by to take out the rest. Charlotte wants you to meet her tomorrow—don’t protest, Mom. Cecilia had to go help with a birth, and Charlotte has a full schedule. At the very least, Maggie can get out the rest of the stitches and look you over.”
“Can I keep eating?” I felt ridiculously primal. I was hungry and just wanted to eat. I didn’t want to think of anything else beyond that. Lucas gripped my good shoulder, laughing a little harder. He made quick work of cutting off the bandages securing my arm in place. I moaned through another obscenely large bite of bread while I tested out my shoulder. 
Everyone stopped what they were doing to watch. The all-eyes-on-me thing was a little too overwhelming for my liking. But damn if it didn’t feel good to move my arm a bit. 
“How’s that feel?” Lucas dropped the scissors to the table and touched my rib cage. I winced and flinched away from him. 
“That hurts.”
“I mean, you look like shit,” he said. “But you look good.” 
“Pick one,” I demanded gruffly. “Do I look like shit, or do I look good?”
“This,” Finn gestured to my face, “looks like shit. Your injuries look good, and I don’t even know what I’m talking about.”
“We all know that,” Sam chimed in.
“Boys, give him some space,” Mom chastised. “Let him—”
“What day is it?” I asked around more bread. 
“It’s Thursday,” Nolan said. “Almost four days.”
“Fuck,” I muttered. That was longer than I’d been expecting. I glanced at Sam. “Did you talk to Sloane about my schedule?”
“I did.” Sam nodded. He dropped into the chair next to me. “It’s all over town that you’ve been hurt. Not bad, but it did require medical attention, and you’ll be out of commission at least through the weekend if not longer. I’ve been reprimanded twice now for needing to pay better attention to what jobs I bring you in on because I know mechanics, and you don’t.”
“Serves you right,” I replied with a tiny smile. “What job did I do?”
“A job.” He shrugged. “I didn’t think about it that hard. And we tackled letting all of your clients know. You’ll have lots of phone calls to make, but they’re fine waiting.” 
“And Raven?” I asked quietly. The rest I didn’t care nearly as much as I did about her. I knew I’d left her waiting after promising to return Monday morning. 
“About that…” Sam faltered, and my eyes narrowed. He ran a hand over the back of his neck as he looked to Mom for help. He’d done something. I’d known him long enough to know he didn’t want to tell me something. 
“What’d you do?” I snapped. 
“It’s not quite like that,” he replied. 
“You have to tell him, honey,” Mom said with a sigh. “He has to be the one to have to fix it.”
“Fix what?” I demanded. 
“She came to see you Monday morning,” Sam explained. “And she may have overheard me say something along the lines of… that I thought she didn’t belong around you.”
My anger spiked irrationally, spurred on by my wolf’s heavier presence. 
“What the fuck were you thinking?” A deep growl reverberated through my throat.
“Declan,” Mom warned. 
“It wasn’t like that!” Sam exclaimed quickly. “You were shifting back and forth uncontrollably. Connor had to spend the night Sunday because you shifted twice and ripped your stitches right out!”
The words made my anger fizzle fast. Fuck. I scrubbed a hand over my face. She shouldn’t have been anywhere near me. I could’ve bitten her or worse. 
“Damn it,” I muttered. “She shouldn’t have been here.”
“I know,” he said. “Unfortunately, that’s all she heard, and she hasn’t exactly been receptive to any of us except Nolan.” 
“I wouldn’t say she’s receptive to me. She’s been running my store for me and keeps pretty clear boundaries. The store is all she’ll talk to me about right now,” Nolan countered with a shake of his head. “She’s kind of under the impression you don’t want her around.”
That wasn’t remotely true. I groaned and leaned over the table, pressing my head to the hardwood. This was exactly why dating a human was a messy situation, especially one who had no idea about wolves. 
“I can fix this,” I muttered. Who was I kidding? I had no idea if I could fix this. Either way, I couldn’t deal with this around my family. “Has the pack been informed?”
“David and the others did a little mediation on the matter,” Mom told me. “But, sweetheart, no one has stopped to think about it. We were more worried about what we’d do if we had to take you to the hospital with you shifting. We were also a little worried about what we’d do if your wolf ran.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered as her fingers ran through my hair. She planted a kiss on the back of my head. 
“Don’t be,” she replied. “You’re safe. That’s all that matters.” 
“Still…”
“Yeah, you should completely apologize for unwillingly being attacked by a wolf,” Finn retorted sarcastically. I glanced at him, and he grinned. “We’re just glad you’re okay, Declan.”
“Charlotte said you had symptoms of wolf poisoning,” Lucas said. My eyes widened. That couldn’t be right. Wolf poisoning was supposed to be a thing that happened to some humans when bitten by a shifter the first time. By no means was I human. 
“But I’m not human,” I said aloud. 
“It’s not necessarily limited to humans,” Mom replied. “Though, it is more common. It can happen when one shifter bites another, though it’s rare. It passes quicker in those scenarios.”
“No wonder I can’t remember shit.” 
“Language, honey,” Mom ordered. Apparently, we were back to the usual house rules around her. Rapid knocking on the front door interrupted her as she opened her mouth to say more. 
“Fuck, she’s fast,” Sam commented and hurried to answer it. 
“Language!” she called after him. “All of you need to watch your language.”
“I don’t swear,” Nolan stated in a way only the baby of the family could get away with. He smiled as she ruffled his hair. 
“You’re full of shit, baby boy, and I know it,” Mom said. “I’ve read all your books and know just how colorful your language can be.”
I laughed as he turned red around the ears. The sound turned into a pitiful moan as it settled right in my ribs.
“That’s a reassuring sound to hear! The laughing, not the moaning,” Maggie stated as she came in through the living room. She carried a small medical bag with her—the same one I knew she kept in her car in case of emergencies. Her relieved expression turned annoyed as her gaze settled on me. “Did you cut yourself out and take off your bandages or someone else?”
“I—”
“I was itchy,” I said over Lucas’s attempt to explain it to her. “I hurt, and I’m itchy.”
“Well, I’m not surprised by that.” The way she watched me was unsettling. Her adoration and worry were intense. “You’re allergic to the adhesive on medical tape. And I’m sure Connor’s been using his vet tape on you, which is worse.”
“Such a sensitive man,” Sam teased. 
“Why don’t you take him into the bedroom while we finish making dinner,” Mom replied. “You’ll join us, right, Maggie?”
“Oh, I couldn’t impose.” She gestured for me to stand up and go with her. 
“It’s not imposing if you’re invited,” Mom insisted.
“You can take my place,” Nolan offered. “I need to go into The Treehouse. I’ve been getting some very weird messages and need to figure out what Raven’s up to.”
I wanted to go see Raven rather than sit around and eat dinner.
“Did you get my truck?” I asked Sam, devising a way to get out of the house to do just that.
“No.” He shook his head. “Just your clothes from the woods.”
“I’m going with Nolan—”
“You most certainly are not!” Mom snapped. “Sam can get your truck.”
“I want to get my own damn truck, Mom.”
“You just got out of bed, Declan.”
“It’s just my truck. I need the fresh air before he loses his shit,” I exclaimed. That stopped her protesting like I knew it would. My wolf had caused enough problems for them. We didn’t need it causing more.
“I don’t like it,” she muttered, her brows coming together tightly. I could see her resolve breaking. 
“I’ll get my truck and come right back here,” I promised. “Or I can go to your house if Sam wants me out.”
“Another night of you in my bed?” Sam scowled. “That’s just what I want.”
“How about I be the one to decide if you’re even in a place to be driving?” Maggie cut in quickly. “You might not be in good enough shape to do that.”
“I’m right-handed,” I reminded her. “Left arm, right-handed.” 
“Don’t be a smart ass,” she retorted. Taking me by the elbow, she guided me from the room and back to the bedroom. I didn’t see the need for privacy other than to keep the interrupting conversations to a minimum—okay, maybe that was enough reason. Closing the door behind us, Maggie asked, “How are you feeling?”
“I’m fine—”
“Don’t try lying, Declan,” she said. “I know you too well for that shit.”
She did. I sighed as I sank down to the edge of the bed. As much as I didn’t want to admit it out loud, sitting felt good. The softness of the bed taunted me and tempted me to go back to sleep. Resisting was hard. 
“I feel like crap,” I whispered honestly. “Everything hurts… like a bad day of work kind of hurts. Still fucking hurts. I’m hungry, I’m restless, and everything’s still a bit hazy.” 
“Better,” Maggie replied. Her fingers combed through my messy hair. The gesture was too intimate for my comfort, but she moved on quickly to giving me a thorough check-up. Her voice was barely audible as she admitted, “You scared me, you know.”
“I’m sorry.” That much was the truth. I felt bad for any time she’d spent worrying about me. I couldn’t imagine what the past four days had been like for any of them. 
“You had everyone scared.”
Was Raven scared? What was she thinking? Or was she even thinking of me? Maybe the whole thing with my family had been more than enough to send her running. I couldn’t even blame her. Without all the information, all she thought was we didn’t want her around. That I didn’t want her around. It was so far from the truth. If she gave me a chance, I’d do everything in my power to prove to her otherwise. 
“It looks good. You’ve healed up nicely,” Maggie said, her voice pulling me from my thoughts. Her hands ran over the bite marks gently. The fresh scarring sent a surge of sensations through my body, and I flinched. She cupped my cheek, turning me toward her as she pressed her forehead to mine. She murmured, “You’re okay. I promise.”
But I wasn’t. The pain and aches I could handle. Breaking Maggie’s heart all over again, I couldn’t. I’d been here with her before, so I knew where it was headed. She was easy to read. 
Raven was right, though. The not handling it would hurt her more than dealing with the situation. I had to stop it. I removed her hand from my cheek. Her fingers slipped through mine and clung tight. 
“Maggie,” I began quietly, “we can’t. I can’t.”
“And what is it this time? What has Declan Byrne so confused this time?” she challenged. She leaned back to make sure I got the brunt of her frustrated glare. “Haven’t we done this dance enough? Don’t we know where this will end up?”
“I’m not confused,” I told her and took my hand back. “I’m seeing someone.”
“What?” Bewilderment crossed her face. 
“I’m seeing someone.”
“No, I heard you the first time,” Maggie said. “I just don’t understand.”
“Only my family knows right now,” I admitted. “I’d like to keep it that way. I want to keep it quiet for now while she and I figure things out, but I’m not confused. I know what I want with her.”
God, did I feel like an asshole. The pain in her face was almost worse than the pain in my ribs.
“Who is she?” she asked. 
“I’m not telling you that.” I shook my head. That was the very last thing I’d tell her. “When I’m ready for people to know, they’ll know.”
“God, Declan,” Maggie scoffed. “Neither of us is getting any younger. It’s been fifteen years. I don’t have all the time in the world to deal with your crappy back and forth.”
“I’m not asking you to. I’m telling you the exact opposite. I’m moving on. You need to too.”
“I don’t believe you. Fifteen fucking years, Declan,” she seethed. “Are you telling me now you’ve changed your mind? Why the hell would you invest fifteen years in someone to just turn them away? I’ve stuck by all your damn back-and-forth shit! All this will you, won’t you shit. You groomed me for the better of the pack for Christ’s sake!”
“I never groomed you!” What the fuck? She was out of line with that one. I would never.
“Yes, you did. The older we got, the more everything became about the better of the pack. How we acted, where we’d go, what we’d do. I wasn’t slated to take over the pack, but you still included me in all of those decisions.”
“Because we were together!” I exclaimed, feeling my frustration ebb to the surface. My wolf responded in kind, dangerously amplifying the feeling. 
“I stayed because you stayed! I turned down a scholarship across the country because you won’t leave!” she snapped. 
“I never asked you to stay. I never asked you to turn it down. You stayed! You made that choice!” I reminded her.
“You never told me to go, either.”
“What do you want from me, Maggie? What am I supposed to do?” I asked. I wanted to fix it. I didn’t know how, but I wanted to. I knew she was hurting, and it was my fault. There had to be something I could do to ease the sting. 
“I want you,” Maggie whispered, her anger deflating rapidly. She stepped between my knees and buried her face in the curve of my neck, one arm wrapping around my good shoulder. She knocked the wind out of me, the guilt making my chest tighten. I should’ve done this years ago. Sighing, I hugged her back the best I could. It was probably the wrong thing to do, and I’d pay for it later, but it was all I had to offer her. I hated seeing her hurt.
I hated being the one to hurt her. 
“My heart’s not in this… in us,” I told her softly. “You don’t deserve someone who’s only with you because you want them to be. I can’t love you how you want me to.”
“When you change your mind, I’ll still be here,” she said wistfully into my neck. “I’ll always wait for you, Declan.”
Fuck, my heart. 
“Don’t… don’t do that. I’m not coming back to you this time, Maggie.”
“Until the day you marry someone else, I don’t believe you.” 
I deserved that. I fell silent, knowing nothing I could say would change her feelings. All I could hope was someone would come along and sweep her off her feet. She didn’t deserve any of what I’d done to her.
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Needing a moment alone, I stayed in the room after Maggie left. She’d given me the okay to drive and that was it. The ability to do anything else had to be judged by Charlotte, which I understood. 
What I didn’t know was whether or not Raven wanted to see me. I couldn’t blame her if she didn’t. I’d fight her on it, but I couldn’t blame her. I sat on the bed and waited for my phone to charge enough to turn back on. 
I didn’t expect the dozens of notifications that began dinging on my phone when it started up again. Message after message popped up. Only a small handful were from clients and people around town wishing me well. Most were from Raven.
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Not a chance in hell. The fact that she was thinking about me was more than enough to keep me reading. I wanted all her thoughts. 
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I laughed and shook my head at the shit this woman said. I loved it. I loved her sharing all her random thoughts. 
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I groaned as the words shot straight to my cock I wasn’t expecting that from her. 
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She missed me. I re-read those words at least half a dozen times and found comfort in that fact. It had to be a good sign.
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Jesus Christ, this woman and animals. Why had she bothered to move into the middle of the woods? There were animals everywhere. Maybe she planned to wage war on animals in the process. 
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That second sentence worried me. How often had they kept her updated? What could they even say to her to help her understand? Wolf poisoning wasn’t exactly a common sickness. 
My chest ached, and I rubbed my palm over it. Fuck. I hated all of this. It wasn’t fair to her. Distracting myself, I kept reading, but she’d sent only one more message.  
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Oh, that hurt. That one hurt a lot. I appreciated her honesty and knew where she was coming from. I didn’t know what to do. She didn’t understand just how intense this town could be. She didn’t understand how intense my life could be. How hard being a wolf could be. And it wasn’t something I could readily explain to her. What she saw as an unwillingness for me and my family to have her around was just us trying to protect her. 
I sighed and scrubbed a hand over my face. What a fucking mess. I just wanted to make her happy. All I was doing was making her feel like crap. 
I didn’t send her any messages. Talking to her in person was the only move considering the last text she sent. Instead, I put my effort into getting cleaned up. I washed the dirt and sweat off my face, scrubbed my beard clean, and ran my wet hands through my hair. I even went as far as to scrub down with a washcloth until I didn’t smell like I hadn’t showered in days. The end result wasn’t great, but at least I didn’t look like a caveman and felt a little more like myself. 
The bedroom door creaked open, and I silently hoped it wasn’t Mom coming in to try talking shit through. I didn’t have it in me. Thankfully, it was just Lucas. 
“You okay?” I asked when I caught sight of him in the mirror as he settled down on the edge of the bed. His pensive expression concerned me. 
“Yeah, I just wanted to talk to you for a minute.”
“What’s wrong?” I frowned. Lucas rarely wanted to sit down and talk with me. Usually, Nolan was his go-to for important conversations. 
“Look, I wasn’t going to bring it up until later, but I know you’re going with Nolan to the shop to see her,” he replied. “What the hell are you doing with Raven?” 
“I told you, I’m still figuring it out,” I said. “We’re still figuring it out. I’m supposed to take her out on Sunday as long as Charlotte doesn’t tell me I can’t.” 
“Yeah, but do you really want to?” Lucas pressed. 
“What the hell is this about?” I stopped to stare at him, annoyed with him for even asking. 
“It’s just… you didn’t see the look on her face,” Lucas said. “When she heard what Sam said or when she was talking to Nolan. She’s a sweet woman, and I just… she’s human, Declan. She doesn’t get all the rest of the shit. She doesn’t get that what Sam meant was for her safety. She doesn’t get why half the town is chasing after you. She can’t understand the shit you go through or how it’ll only get worse when you step up in the pack. I don’t think she’ll ever get it. How can she?”
“What are you trying to say, Lucas?”
“Maybe… maybe you should let her go,” he told me quietly. His expression lacked amusement and judgment. If anything, it held defeat as if he hated bringing any of this up at all. “I know it sucks, but I mean what I say. She’s sweet. She doesn’t deserve to be jerked around.”
“I’m not jerking her around,” I retorted. I wasn’t, and I didn’t want anyone else to think I was. She meant something to me.  
“No. No.” He shook his head. “I get what you’re doing. What you think you’re doing. I get what you want, but don’t you think she deserves someone who can be all in with her? Someone… else.”
“Someone human, you mean.” 
“Yeah, I do. I just feel like… I feel like Raven is a chance distraction from all the stress the pack puts on you. Call it a mid-life pack crisis if you want. I don’t know. I just don’t think she deserves to be used.”
“I’m not…” I faltered, and the words caught in my throat. The risks were supposed to be worth it. Did it come across like that? Lucas preferred to mind his own business wherever he could. If he was bringing this up, it meant it bothered him. “Do you really think that’s what I’m doing?” 
“I know you mean well, Declan,” Lucas continued. “I do. You always have. But all the important people in your life were here while you were hurt, and she couldn’t be. None of us could even tell her why. That’s not fair to her. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, she was nice enough to take over The Treehouse so Nolan didn’t have to go in.”
That really did make it all worse. 
“What if the pack doesn’t like you with her, Declan? You don’t know if they will. Only one Byrne has ever married a human, and those were special circumstances,” he said. “You’ll just keep hurting her. I know you don’t want to. I just… just be careful with her, okay? I can’t tell you what to do or whatever, but just be careful with her.” 
Getting to his feet, Lucas didn’t give me a chance to say anything more. He’d said his piece. I knew that was all I’d hear from him on the matter. He let himself out, the door shutting behind him, and I sagged against the wall with a heavy sigh. Fuck. 
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“Why are there so many people in my store?” Nolan demanded as he threw his car into park a little too fast. I jerked forward too quickly to brace myself. The shock of pain through my whole body flattened me in the passenger seat.
“Fuck,” I muttered. “I’ll drive next time.” 
“Fine, but why are there so many people in my store?” He gestured wildly to The Treehouse. He wasn’t wrong. The normally quiet store was active with a crowd of people wandering in and out. “What the hell did your girlfriend do to my store while I was gone?” 
“I don’t know. Ask her?” 
“Oh, I plan to,” he growled. I felt bad for Raven. Nolan was particular about his store. Unnecessary crowds cut into reading time and quiet time. The store didn’t make a ton of money, so I doubted everyone was there to buy books. 
It did, however, present me with an opportunity. There was no way in hell I could walk into the store without being stopped at least half a dozen times. Even from where I stood, I could see several of my customers milling about and no less than six pack members. 
“Will you do me a favor?” I asked as I paused at the front of his car, rapping my knuckles on the hood. He cocked a brow, waiting expectantly. “When you go in there, tell her to play along like she doesn’t know me.”
“What?” Nolan stared at me like I was an idiot. I simply waited until it finally clicked. “She’s going to hate you.”
“Maybe.” I sighed. “But from here, I can see at least six pack members and four of my customers. I can use all the words in the world to try to explain why I want to keep us a secret for now, but nothing will explain it like what will happen when I go inside. And least maybe that’ll help as I grovel about the rest of it.” 
“Women do love a good grovel,” he commented. Most women, maybe. I had a strong feeling Raven didn’t subscribe to what most women wanted. Instead of moving, Nolan leaned against the side of his car as his gaze trailed over the crowd in his store. Quietly, he asked, “Do you hate it as much as I do? The constant access people want?”
“Yeah,” I said. “But we were raised for this.” 
“No, no.” He shook his head. “It’s not the pack stuff that bothers me. Honestly, the pack is good about the shit they want us to help with. It’s the rest of the damn town. I’m stuck in one place. They all show up to tell me what they want from life. I don’t care why Suds can’t get half his laundry machines working or how he needs to call you.”
“Fucking Suds.” I chuckled. That man and his laundry machines. No less than two were always broken. “I don’t know how many more times I can tell him I can’t fix them.”
“And you still go in every single time to take a look at everything else, make sure it’s not the water or the pipes or some other shit, before telling him you can’t fix the laundry machines,” Nolan reminded me. “For the record, I do get it, but I get where Lucas is coming from too.”
Fuck, we were doing so good on talking about other humans and not my human. 
“Not you too—”
“Human or wolf, hearts are fragile,” he continued over me. “If you didn’t have all the pack complications, I’d say go for it. I can see why you like her. It’s very Romeo and Juliet.”
“That ended in tragedy with everyone dead.” I scowled. “That’s not a romance.” 
“I know, and I didn’t say it was romantic. You want something you probably shouldn’t want. That makes me worry it’ll end in tragedy for both of you.” 
Jesus fucking Christ. That wasn’t something I wanted to hear. 
“Thanks, Nolan,” I snapped. “Your support is so welcome.”
“I do support you,” he said quickly. “No matter what you choose, I’ll always support you. I’m just voicing my concern over if you’re unnecessarily putting Raven through something that could be avoided.”
I was getting real tired of hearing this conversation. And yet, I still had more brothers, which meant I was still bound to hear it over again. Their concerns being valid ones only made it worse. 
“Just go inside.” I sighed. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
He nodded and made his way into his store. Even though he had his back to me, I knew his frown deepened the closer he got. I watched as he was stopped several times by the onslaught of questions and commentary from people gathered out front. 
The little voice in the back of my mind nagged at me. They all kept voicing my fears and worries back at me. The more and more I heard it, the worse I felt. But I didn’t want to let her go. Not if she still wanted me. I didn’t want to give up what we had barely started. 
And maybe the human thing wouldn’t matter in the long run. After all, Raven was as sweet as Lucas and Nolan said. She was kind, full of life, thoughtful… all of that would fit right in with maintaining pack priorities. Wasn’t that all that mattered as far as the pack was concerned? 
The not liking dogs thing would make it more complicated, but that thought I refused to entertain. 
Shoving my hands in my pockets, I made myself walk inside. The number of kids caught me off-guard. Most were under ten. They were squished around tables with snacks and books. Loud chatter and laughter filled the store while Michael Smithson meandered between tables, cracking jokes and checking on kids. Nearly half the kids were pack members. I knew them or at least knew their parents. They all had to be fresh out of school by an hour or two. 
Small groups of people gathered throughout the store, chatting while drinking coffee or water. I caught sight of Raven flitting between talking to Nolan at the counter and showing people where they could find books. I stared. I couldn’t help it. She was so damn gorgeous with that big smile alight on her face and those whiskey eyes crinkling at the corners. Her contagious laughter spread through the room as she touched shoulders and made others smile. 
For one brief moment, her gaze honed in on mine. Time slowed, and my chest tightened with heavy emotion. Everything about her softened when I smiled back. I would’ve killed to know what she was thinking that had her looking at me like that. It was the kind of look to make the whole world disappear. For just a fraction of a moment, it was just me and her. That look told me everything I needed to know. I still had shit to figure out, but I would. I’d do whatever it took to have her looking at me like that. 
And then it hit me. 
I loved this woman. 
I loved her more than I thought I could ever love another person. Maybe it was fast. Maybe it didn’t fix any of the other shit I struggled with, but she was worth it. I didn’t have a clue what the hell I was doing, but I’d figure it out. 
For her. 
And just like that, Raven disappeared, leading another customer over to a display called Date Your Neighbor. Whatever the hell that was. Nolan hadn’t put it together. 
“Declan!” Michael’s cheerful voice drew my attention away as I tried to track Raven’s movements around the room. “Look at you up and moving! How are you holding up? Good? I heard about your accident.” 
I faced him with a forced smile. Something about Million-Watt Michael bothered me. He was originally a member of the Stone pack. Unlike most members who were nomadic, his mom had settled down in California. About five years ago, he’d shown up in Cedar Harbor and petitioned for membership in our pack. He wasn’t a bad guy and did a lot for the school, but his penchant for inserting himself into other people’s relationships irked me. More than once I’d caught him stepping in on Maggie while she and I were dating. 
“I’m doing all right,” I told him. “What’s going on in here? It’s never this busy.”
“It’s great, isn’t it?” That smile damn near broke his face as he beamed. “Raven put together this whole thing—”
“Declan Byrne!” And so it began.
My smile turned pleasant as Madeline Duncan shuffled her way on over. At nearly ninety, she was a widow in one of the nicest houses in Cedar Harbor. She was also too old to do any of her own upkeep. I visited her house nearly every week to help her with something. Most of the time, the work was mundane. She probably could’ve had a neighbor help her with most of it, but she always insisted on hiring me.
“Hello, Mrs. Duncan,” I greeted with a nod. “You’re looking ravishing today.” 
She wore the same cardigan, the same button-up, and the same khakis every time I saw her. Only the color changed depending on the day of the week. Like every other time I said it, she giggled and blushed heavily while she linked her arm through my elbow. 
“Well, aren’t you the charmer, handsome boy? If I was sixty years younger,” she said wistfully. 
“Oh, I wouldn’t have stood a chance with you, Mrs. Duncan,” I teased. “You’re far too good for me.”
“Such a charmer! Come, come! There’s someone you simply have to meet!”
“You don’t say?” I played along. “Pink looks good on you, Mrs. Duncan. You should wear it more often.”
“If only you charmed the young ladies that way, you’d never have a night alone,” Mrs. Duncan commented and winked at me. She pulled me into the heart of the store, letting go only to catch Raven as she tried to pass. “Raven, honey, I have someone you simply must meet.”
“Oh?” Raven turned to me, her brows raising with curiosity. Oh, good. Her head cocked to the side as she asked, “And who might this be?” 
“Now, this is Declan Byrne,” Mrs. Duncan announced as if sharing some explicit secret. She was always a little dramatic, but with her age, she could do whatever the hell she wanted. “I told you all about him. Wonderful handyman. He just does the most beautiful work. Declan, this is Raven Woods.” 
I had to give Stacey her props where it was due. The fact that it hadn’t gotten around quite yet that I was employed by Raven already was impressive. 
“Now, Declan, if you haven’t heard already, Ms. Woods bought the Brooklyn House,” Mrs. Duncan continued. “Now, I never know what’s left or right in this town, so I don’t listen to all the gossip. If you haven’t already, Raven, sweetheart, you need to hire this man. Right here, right now. Right here, right now. He’ll do whatever you need to get that mess of a house in tip-top shape, won’t you, Declan?” 
“Will you?” Raven asked, and I nodded slowly. “I might just have to keep you in mind. I like to do what I can.”
“Professional tip, Ms. Woods, if you’re going to do home renovations, I suggest you make sure the proper utilities are turned off,” I offered with a grin. I’d pay for this later. “For example, if you have any walls you want to take down, you should make sure the power is turned off.” 
Her eyes narrowed. She was going to get me back for that later. Still, worth it. 
“Oh! That’s a wonderful tip!” Mrs. Duncan crooned. She slapped me playfully on my bad shoulder, eliciting a groan from me as pain burst like lightning through every nerve in my body. I stepped back from her and exhaled slowly to regain my composure. “Oh, I’m so sorry, honey! I heard about your accident.” 
“Are you okay?” Raven asked softly.
“Yeah, yeah,” I said, my voice tight. “I’ll be all right. I heal fast.” 
Fast or not, it fucking hurt so bad I felt it in my toes. 
“Okay.” Before she could say anything more, someone across the store called out her name. “I have to go. Nice meeting you, Mr. Byrne. As always, Mrs. Duncan, a pleasure.” 
She hurried away. My gaze slid down the length of her body and settled on the sway in her hips. The way her jeans hugged her ass was tantalizing. 
“She’s very pretty.” Mrs. Duncan cleared her throat. My ears blazed red as I realized she’d caught me staring. “I hear you’re quite single these days, Declan. I think she is too. I could find out for you.”
The sing-song edge to her voice was adorable. 
“Thank you for the offer, Mrs. Duncan, but I’m capable of finding out if I want to,” I said and started toward the front of the shop. I made it all of five steps before Henry Welch appeared in front of me. 
“Boy!” he exclaimed boisterously loud. Jesus, the man had one mode, and it was loud. Everything about Henry was big, loud, and in charge. It could be a little off-putting if you weren’t ready for him. Hell, it was a little off-putting even when you were. 
“Hello, Henry,” I replied. “How are you?” 
“What’d that brother of yours do to your shoulder?” Henry demanded. “I heard you damn near lost an arm!”
“Lost an arm?” I balked. Was that what people were saying? “Who the hell told you that? That’s an exaggeration, Henry. Shit.”
“Good! Good! You’ll be okay then?” 
“I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “I’m out for a few days, but I’ll be back at it next week. At least, that’s the goal.” 
“Oh, good! Good. Come on, boy.” He grabbed me by the elbow and dragged me across the room. “There’s someone I need you to meet immediately.”
Oh, whoever could that be?
“Raven. Raven, honey. Sweetheart, come here.” He quickly ushered Raven in our direction, and he let go of me to wrap an arm around her shoulders. Her pretty eyes settled on me, a playful smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Sweetheart, honey, I want you to meet Declan Byrne.” 
“Hello.” She gave a slight wave as her grin widened. On the upside, the amusement in her expression told me she wasn’t annoyed with my ridiculous antics.
“Declan, this is Raven Woods. She’s new in town,” Henry informed me. “Now, you listen here, sweetheart. You bought that awful house—she bought the Brooklyn house, Declan, can you believe that? Kari sold her that awful mess.” 
“I think the house has potential,” I commented as Raven looked ready to start fighting over her house. It was the least I could do for my previous poke. “It just needs some work.”
“It’s a good house, Henry,” Raven insisted.
“It needs work. A lot of work, sweetheart. Now, you listen here.” He was on a roll. There was no way in hell he’d wrap it up until he’d said what he needed to. “All the things you need, you call Declan, you hear me? You call him. There’s no one better to make sure all your needs are met.”
“Oh, really? All my needs?” Her tone was suggestive as she cocked a brow. Damn it. I pulled in a sharp breath as my cock stiffened, spurred on by the thoughts of what she was thinking. 
“No one better to fix your house,” Henry assured her while I nodded. “Now, you listen here, Declan. What this girl needs is a fence!”
“I can’t install a fence, Henry,” I replied. “I can fix them, but I don’t do installations.”
“But you know a guy, don’t you?” he pushed. Instead of letting me answer, he said, “We can’t have this poor girl sleeping all alone in that house, now can we?”
No, we couldn’t. That’d be a shame. I bit my tongue before I said something stupid out loud. 
“Really, Henry, I’m fine,” Raven cut in. 
“No, no.” He shook his head adamantly. “I can’t tell you how many teens and more go into that house. You need a good fence to keep them out. And a dog. A big dog.”
Or a wolf. A wolf willing to sleep with her. 
“I don’t like dogs,” she said. 
“She needs something, Declan!” Henry continued as if he didn’t hear her. Honestly, he probably didn’t. “You make sure my girl is looked after, you understand? And, sweetheart, if you can’t afford anything he suggests, you just come talk to Uncle Henry, okay? I’m happy to cover the costs.”
“Oh, Henry!” Raven gasped. “You don’t need to do that! I’m just fine on my own. I told you that!”
“We just need to set you up with a good fence and put some animals in the yard—chicken coop!”
I blinked and drew in a slow breath. Talking to Henry often came with whiplash. 
“What’s going on with your chicken coop, Henry?” I asked, following him better than Raven. What wasn’t going on with your chicken coop should’ve been the question I asked. There was always something wrong with the man’s chicken coops. 
“I need to steal him, honey, but you take my offer seriously. Pretty girl like you can’t be living out there in a death house all by yourself,” he stated. 
“Death house?” Raven exclaimed. The house was broken, not a death trap. 
“Declan, we need to talk about my chicken coops!” Henry snapped. 
“It was nice to meet you, Ms. Woods,” I called over my shoulder while he pulled me away. She waved. Her laughter followed us as we went. I wanted to turn right back around and chase the sound. “What’s wrong with your chicken coops, Henry?”
“Wolves are getting in my chicken coops!”
“Wolves?” I demanded as I stopped. “Henry, how many times am I going to tell you if they’re orange, they’re foxes? You have foxes in your chicken coops.”
“Boy, I have foxes in my chicken coops!” Henry reiterated. “How do I keep them out?”
“Talk to Connor,” I suggested. “I don’t know animals. Connor would probably have a few ideas on what you can do to keep the foxes away from your chickens.” 
“I heard you were in the store, Declan Byrne!” 
Oh. 
Oh, no. 
My heart skittered for a second in my chest at the mere sound of that sing-song voice. It belonged to none other than Esther Mason, the nosiest busybody in Cedar Harbor. I did everything in my power to keep my relationship with her strictly professional. Avoiding public run-ins with her took a level of finesse that’d taken me years to master. She needed absolutely no ammunition for gossip. 
The woman had her nose in everyone’s business. If there was something to know, she knew it. And ever since Killian got married before me, she’d been hellbent on finding me a wife, an endeavor I didn’t need her involved in. 
Unfortunately, she was never alone. Her best friend, Vera Zimmerman, was glued to her hip. Did these two women ever have a single moment alone? I asked myself that often. They did everything together. They got married on the same day—to brothers no less—they lived next door to one another, they had children almost in sync with each other, and now as widows, they shared a single house. 
And neither one of them looked a day over fifty despite being well into their eighties. Silver-haired with matching lavender tracksuits, both women honed in on me. They were the predators, and fuck me, I was their prey. They swooped in like a pack of animals and put themselves between me and Henry. I glanced over their heads, trying to catch Henry’s gaze in a quiet plea for help, but he just laughed. I knew why. He wasn’t the object of their attention, which meant he could escape unscathed. 
Seriously, you didn’t want these women zoned in on you. I was stuck. 
“Good evening, ladies,” I greeted with a practiced smile. “What can I do for you?”
“It’s not what you can do for us,” Vera replied. “But what we can do for you.”
Fuck me.
“From what we hear, you’re still single,” Esther announced while lopping her arm through mine. I faltered my way through trying to answer as I watched Vera take me by the other one. Oh, crap. “We have just the fix for that.”
“Ladies, I can assure you, I don’t need help. I’m good,” I told them. “Really. I mean that.”
“You don’t have to lie to us, dear.” Esther patted my forearm affectionately. “You have needs, and that’s okay.”
“A warm house,” Vera chimed in. 
“A warm dinner,” she said. 
“A warm little body in your bed.” Vera wiggled her shoulders playfully as she stared up at me. 
“And what if he doesn’t want a little body?” Esther demanded. 
This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have. 
“Ladies—”
“What if he prefers curvy women?” she continued over me.
“What if he prefers men?” Vera shot back. 
“Ladies, I can assure you, I don’t need a man in my bed,” I interjected quickly. The things I found myself saying around these women. Shit. “Ever. Please.”
“What if his wife gains weight? Or has a baby?” Esther snapped, and I wasn’t sure she’d even heard me. “Will he not want her then?”
“Okay, fine! The warm body of a woman in his bed!” Vera rolled her eyes. My cheeks burned violently. They were so damn loud, and eyes followed us as they meandered through the store with me stuck between them. “He needs a woman to come home to, Esther! A cold home, a cold dinner, and a cold bed! That’s what he’s got right now!” 
“Hey!” I protested. “I know how to cook, thank you very much! And I know how to turn on the heater in my own house.” 
“That’s nice, dear,” Esther said and pat my arm once more. Could she sound more condescending? “But you need a woman. You don’t want to be fifty and chasing around a horde of toddlers.”
“Oh!” Vera exclaimed happily. “There she is! Our little baby bird!”
Baby bird? That poor woman. What a terrible nickname. Albeit, it was probably something her mother even called her. 
Vera let go of me long enough to beckon Raven to join us, but as soon as she did, the old woman latched back on. There was no hope for escape. Raven smiled knowingly at me as she came to a stop. I silently pleaded with her. 
“Now, this tall and handsome specimen right here is Declan Conor Byrne,” Esther announced. Oh, Jesus Christ. She’d called me a specimen. Raven bit her lip, holding back a laugh. I’d never hear the end of this. “And this gorgeous young lady is Raven Woods. She’s only a few years younger than you, you know.”
“Nice to meet you, Ms. Woods,” I said casually. Looking down at Esther and Vera, I added, “Now, I’ve met her. I think we’re good.”
I tried to remove my arms, but the two women only tightened their grip. Oh, this was going south so fucking fast. I knew what these ladies were like. 
I’m sorry, I mouthed to Raven. 
“We were talking,” Vera began, “and you two would make quite the couple.”
Plot twist, we already were. I wanted to say it to send them away, but that’d only make it worse. 
“Oh, would we?” Raven asked with genuine curiosity. I shook my head, urging her to not encourage the two women. She wasn’t getting the message. Or maybe she enjoyed all of this. “And what makes you say that?”
“We’ve known this young man since he wore diapers,” Esther told her. She pat my chest as if it’d somehow help drive her point home. 
“Oh, please don’t,” I muttered. My ears burned hotter with embarrassment. “We don’t need—”
“And let me tell you,” she continued even louder, “you’ll never find a man like this one.”
“No, you won’t,” Vera agreed. “He’s kind and smart.”
“Takes care of the whole town, even if he’s not taking care of himself.”
“He really should take better care of himself if that’s the case,” Raven chimed in. 
“He should.” Esther nodded. “When his father died, he stepped right up and took care of his own family.” 
“Thirteen!” Vera exclaimed. “Thirteen, this tall, gangly thing putting his whole family first.”
“We don’t need to talk about that,” I snapped. I didn’t need this to turn into a pity party about my dad.
“He’s hardworking.”
“And a real gentleman.”
“He’s lonely,” Esther stated. She grabbed my chin as I frowned. “Just look at those pretty, dark eyes.” 
“Have you ever seen such sad eyes?” Vera asked. 
“No, I haven’t,” Raven said while I tried to reclaim my face. Her lips pressed together tightly, and her cheeks flushed as she tried not to laugh out loud. “They’re quite lovely eyes, though.” 
“They really are.” Both women swooned. 
“All the Byrne men have these eyes,” Esther said. “Strangest family phenomenon.” 
“He’s lonely, he’s getting old, and he needs a woman.” Vera ran an exceptionally uncomfortable hand down my stomach. And today would be the day Vera Zimmerman damn near copped a feel. Son of a bitch. “And these abs, sweetheart. Hard as steel. Can you just picture him shirtless?”
“Oh, I know I can,” Esther practically purred. Oh, God. We were back to unfiltered old people as a theme. 
“Ladies!” I interjected, my tone harsher than I meant. “Leave me clothed, please.”
“I don’t know,” Raven said with a shrug. “From the way they make it sound, maybe we shouldn’t.”
“You’re not helping,” I told her. 
“I’m not trying.” The struggle on her face to keep it serious would’ve been funny if it wasn’t for the way Esther had joined in stroking my stomach. 
“And Raven, here, is very new in town,” Vera told me. Oh, thank God, we were done with me.  She reached out to touch Raven’s shoulder. “She’s just so pretty, don’t you think, Declan?” 
“Yes, don’t you think, Declan?” Esther echoed. 
“Yes, she is,” I said, keeping my response short. My words made Raven smile, which was worth it. Though, what I wanted to say was how the word pretty truly paled in comparison to her. She was the definition of gorgeous. But it was more than that. It was her smile and how she lit up a room. It was her laugh and how it changed the mood of the people around her. It was her heart, her soul.
It was every damn thing about her. 
“If you must know, this pretty little thing needs a man around,” Esther said. 
“A real man,” Vera agreed. 
“A man like you.”
“She moved into the Brooklyn house. We insisted she talks to you about fixing up that disaster of a house.”
“It’s a good house!” Raven interrupted. From her tone, I had a feeling she’d been defending her house all week. 
“She needs a man around, so she’s not walking home in the dark,” Ester stated. “And through the woods no less!” 
She what? Something inside me snapped at the idea of Raven walking in the woods alone at night. My heart raced, and my blood boiled. The game was fucking over. 
“You walk alone in the woods at night?” I demanded. Vera and Esther were still going on and on with their commentary, but I didn’t hear a damn thing. All I could focus on was the idea of Raven in the woods at night. “You walk alone in the woods at night?”
“It’s not a big deal,” Raven replied flippantly. 
“It’s a big deal!” 
“It’s not!” 
“Excuse me, ladies,” I growled and took back both my arms forcefully. “I’m going to take our newest resident outside and teach her exactly why we don’t wander around the woods at night!”
While Raven protested, I dragged her out the back door with me. I didn’t give a fuck what anyone thought about what I was doing with her. There was no way in hell I’d let her walk alone in the woods at night. She was done putting herself in harm’s way if I had anything to say about it. 
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“What the hell do you think you’re—”
“What the hell are you doing walking home in the woods?” I snapped over Raven, my anger getting the better of me. I just couldn’t get over the idea of something happening to her in the woods. “Do you realize how dangerous that is?”
“I’m fine!” Raven exclaimed. “And I jog home—”
“So, you’re making yourself even more of a moving target,” I interrupted. My predator brain kicked in. “Bright colors I’m guessing?” 
She nodded.
“Some kind of little flashlight?”
Another nod. Jesus fucking Christ. She was going to get herself killed. 
“You’re making yourself a target, Raven!” I told her gruffly. “You—”
“You can’t tell me what to do, Declan,” she shot back. She crossed her arms, and her chin lifted. The flash of defiance in her eyes was a damn turn-on despite the situation. “I’m a full-grown woman capable of making my own choices. I can make it to and from work all on my own!”
So help me God, I was this close—this fucking close—to telling her everything right then and there. Fuck everything if it kept her alive. I needed to keep her out of the woods. 
But my wolf pushed hard against my control, spurred on by being cooped up and my anger. Pain blossomed in my chest, and I took a deep breath. I ground my teeth together and forced myself to get control.  
“Raven.” I stepped closer to her and did my best to keep my voice down. The nice thing about the back parking lot was that no one but Nolan used it. It was too close to the woods with no maneuverability. It left us completely alone. “There’s something in the woods killing other animals. I’m talking grizzly bear-sized animals, not squirrels.”
“I thought that was just gossip,” Raven said. 
“It’s not,” I replied. “I’m telling you… I’m asking you, please don’t walk alone in the woods, especially at night.” 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t know.”
“You don’t need to be,” I told her, softening because honestly the woman never needed to apologize for a damn thing. In the lingering silence, she reached out and gently touched my shoulder. I tried and failed not to wince. Even her feather-light touch ignited a cascade of painful sensations. 
“How are you? Really?” she asked. Instead of answering, I wrapped her up in my arms and pulled her close, burying my face in the crook of her neck. Everything about her was soft and inviting, sweet and comforting. I closed my eyes and breathed her in deeply, letting the smell of sweet orange and vanilla fill every part of me. The tension seeped from my body as her hands ran a simple track up and down my back. I needed this. “Someone might see us.”
“I don’t care,” I grumbled into her skin. And I meant it. At that moment, I just cared about her. Her hold on me tightened in the most wonderful way. I hauled her closer to me. “I want you around, Raven. I need you to understand that. It was never about you. It’s just…”
“Are they always like that?” 
“Hey, I made it out of there after talking to only five people if we’re not counting you,” I teased. I pulled away and offered her a smile. Sadly, that was a record. “Someone always wants something from me.”
“You need better room management skills,” Raven told me.
“I think I handle people very well.” I frowned.
“You’re great with people,” she agreed. “But you need to get better at working a room, at guiding a conversation. There are ways to be in and out of conversations quickly while still making people feel special the way you want them to.”
Voodoo. The woman was talking about voodoo. I literally made my schedule around the conversations people wanted to have with me. It was the only way I knew how to manage it. My deepening frown made her giggle. Even if she was laughing at me, I was still a fan of the sound. 
“I have so much to teach you,” she announced. My hand fell to her waist, needing something to hold onto and anchor to as we talked. The smile on her face fell somewhat, and I could see the wheels turning in her head. 
“My family?” I asked quietly. 
“I don’t think they like me,” Raven said. “I know Sam doesn’t like me.”
And this was where everything would get so damn convoluted. I exhaled heavily, mostly giving myself time to think further. I should’ve spent time thinking about what to say on my way over. I wasn’t sure I could say something to make all of it make sense. 
“Sam likes you,” I told her. When she opened her mouth to argue, I held my hand up. “Please, just hear me out. I know… I know Sam isn’t putting his best foot forward. And I’m not making excuses for him. There are no excuses to make for him. I’m sorry he and my family made you feel that way. It wasn’t right, and I honestly haven’t had a chance to talk to anyone about it in depth more than learning it was an issue. I came straight here to see you after waking up… and scarfing down an unreasonable amount of bread.”
“I want nothing more than to believe you, Declan,” she replied. “And I really want to know how much bread, but we won’t get into that. I can’t trust that Sam likes me, even though I trust you. In reality, it’s not Sam that’s the problem, Declan. It’s …”
“It’s the secret part,” I finished for her. 
“And I get the whole town aspect, I do,” she continued. “Though, a part of me aspires to be Vera and Esther one day, feeling up hot young men with no remorse.”
“Please don’t.” That wasn’t an image I wanted in my head. And we were getting sidetracked. 
“I understand why you want to keep everything quiet. But I hate being left out. This… this whole thing with you brought up a lot. I didn’t tell you… something,” Raven faltered. Her gaze fell to my chest, and she walked her fingers up and down my arm as a way to occupy herself as she spoke. “When my husband died, I was sick. I had an infection. I’d been in the hospital, and they thought I was getting better, but they were wrong. I didn’t learn about my husband dying until almost two weeks after it happened, and his family did the funeral without waiting for me to get better. I never went to his funeral.” 
“Raven,” I whispered. 
“Don’t use that tone. I don’t need anyone’s pity,” she snapped, and I backed down quickly. That was the last thing I was trying to do. “I’m just trying to say, I didn’t know what was happening to you. I told you, my heart is fragile. I don’t want to be left out, Declan. I don’t… if you’re in this with me, if you pick me, I need you to be all in with me. I don’t care about the town. They’d be really happy, though. Esther and Vera would probably lose their shit. I care about being involved in your life. If you’re hurt, I don’t want to be dismissed. I want to be there. When you have a bad day, I want to be there. When you have good days, I want to be there. I just want a place in your life, and I want that to be respected. Is that understood?”
“Okay.” I nodded. She wasn’t asking the moon of me, but she could’ve. “You have a place in my life, honey. I’m sorry you were made to feel—”
“You don’t have to apologize again,” Raven interjected. “Just… let’s move forward from it? Okay?”
“Okay,” I said. “Are we okay?”
“Not yet,” she replied. My heart sank a little. I wanted us to be okay. 
“Tell me what I can do, Raven. Please?” 
“Kiss me,” Raven ordered with a wicked little smile, and I grinned. Bossy little thing. “I need you to kiss—”
Cutting her off, I did just that. I didn’t need to be told twice. Her tiny gasp faded into a relieved sigh that I mirrored. She wasn’t the only one who needed it. I brushed my tongue along the seam of her lips, and immediately her mouth opened, her tongue meeting mine. My arm slipped around her back, and her fingers clutched the front of my shirt. Her mouth was sweet, and her body fit perfectly against mine. She elicited a full reaction from me without even doing anything. My cock stiffened, straining against my jeans. I pushed her back gently into the brick wall. I wanted to be anywhere but that damn parking lot. Fuck, I didn’t even care that my shoulder hurt or how tired I felt. I just wanted her. 
But that wasn’t happening as the back door clicked open, and Nolan’s head peeked out. I took one long step back and enjoyed the pink flush spreading across her cheeks as she smiled at me. 
“Sorry to interrupt,” Nolan said 
“It’s okay,” Raven replied. 
“Do you mind just watching the store for a few more minutes before you go?” he asked. “I just need to talk to Declan real quick.” 
“Of course.” She flashed me one of those gorgeous smiles that made my knees weak and my stomach tighten before heading for the door. “I’m going to go make friends with Esther and Vera. Ask them all the questions about your abs.”
“Please don’t,” I begged, but that devious little grin was back on her face. She was going to make friends with Esther and Vera. “Can’t you make friends with women your age?”
“They are my age,” she stated flippantly, “I’m an unfiltered old lady at heart. See you in a bit!”
“Things are better it seems?” Nolan asked once she’d left, and I nodded. 
“Though, she’s been walking home in the woods at night,” I told him. 
“That’s not good.” He frowned. “Is that why you dragged her out of the store? Esther and Vera cornered Henry with all the questions about your dating life.”
“Poor Henry.” I chuckled. Payback was a bitch, though. “What do you need, Nolan?” 
“I spoke with Michael about the chaos inside,” Nolan began quietly as he double-checked that the door was shut. “Did you know he’s been running an off-the-books program at the school?” 
“Fuck,” I muttered. Of course, he would. The guy just rubbed me wrong, even without Maggie and Raven involved. “What’s he been doing?” 
“No, no.” He shook his head. “It’s a good thing. Kind of a sad thing, though. All those kids in there, their parents drop them off early because they can’t afford childcare in the time between when they go to work and when school starts. The same kids and more get left at school until their parents are done. Some of these kids are there until seven or eight at night. Michael’s been keeping an eye on them, but the school calls it a liability for him to keep them inside. They say he’s not allowed to run a free daycare inside their building. He keeps them outside with him until parents can get there.”
“So, what the hell are the parents supposed to do?” I demanded. That rule was absolutely stupid. “Just let the kids wander around town? Leave them at home?”
Cedar Harbor was in the middle of nowhere. Wolf in the woods aside, the woods weren’t safe in general. Things happened. Kids got lost or hurt. 
“It gets worse, Declan.” Fuck, how the hell could it get worse? “A lot of these kids go hungry. Michael buys bulk food in Olympia. Just the shit he can afford. Snacks and shit. Parents try, but you know how the economy is here. Some kids don’t have breakfast or lunch.” 
Bewildered, I stared at him. No kid should ever go without food. 
“Half those kids are pack kids in there, Nolan,” I said. No way were pack kids going hungry and we didn’t know. Right?
“I know.”
“Why aren’t they bringing them to the pack house?”
“How?” Nolan replied. “The bus won’t go eight miles out of town to drop them off in the middle of the road.”
“Shit,” I whispered. “Why don’t their parents ask for help? We’re here to help!”
“Michael says a lot of times parents are embarrassed, which I get. Can you imagine having a kid and struggling so hard that you have to skip a meal? Can you imagine how well the parents are taking care of themselves?” he asked. No, I couldn’t imagine. It also meant there was a good chance quite a few of our pack members weren’t feeding themselves in favor of taking care of their kids. “Raven opened up the store to Michael and the kids in the morning and afternoon. That’s all they’re doing here. The school bus driver agreed to stop in front of the store since it goes right past anyway. The Wrights donated a bunch of healthy snacks for the kids that they can take to school and eat while they’re here. They’re also keeping snacks around for the kids to take home and fresh fruits. Anna and Marcos have been dropping off packed lunches first thing in the morning for the kids to take and have been bringing over dinners for the kids stuck here. And all the townspeople? Raven put together a new program, Date Your Neighbor, where people pick out their favorite book, put a note about why they love it, and she’s made these blind date packages. People pick out a book based on someone in town, and she’s been putting the money into the program after buying the original book herself.”
“In four days?” I exclaimed, my eyes widening. The sheer amount of work that went into all that seemed damn near impossible for such a short amount of time. Did the woman even sleep? “Shit.”
“Yeah,” Nolan said softly. “The woman’s a force of nature when she wants something. She’s fronting any of the additional costs needed to take care of those kids, and she already talked to Kari about buying the storefront next door. I told her she could use the store, but she’s determined to expand into the next space. That’s just a lot of money for her to be doing this.”
It’d do nothing to scratch her bank account. If anything, she was probably thrilled to have something to do with her money. I sank down on the steps leading up to Nolan’s apartment, Letting out a heavy sigh, I scrubbed a hand down my face. I hadn’t expected to walk into this mess, but it wasn’t something we could just ignore. 
“Does it bother you that as of right now, she’s doing more to take care of our pack than we have?” I asked as I glanced up at my brother. He nodded. “We need to do better, Nolan. Pack members and pups shouldn’t be going hungry.” 
We had to do better. 
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Declan being off work through the weekend turned out to be a fun adventure that had him following me around like a puppy—a ridiculously hot lumberjack puppy. He showed up bright and early with breakfast and fancy coffee for us to sit in my yard, have a picnic, and talk. He very quickly learned how not an early morning person I was, especially after another night of barely sleeping. It was all still quite sweet. Dinner was the same, leading to long conversations, kissing in the grass, and learning more about each other. 
When I worked, he came there too. The Treehouse had a new kind of life to it with kids in and out when needed, with the people of Cedar Harbor visiting, and with parents swooping in. I’d been worried Nolan would hate it all, but he matched my enthusiasm about the program we were trying to piece together. I had a few things in the works with the neighboring storefront between Kari and my lawyer. If I was going to have a senseless amount of money, the least I could do was put it to good use. Helping families in need was a no-brainer.
Declan seemed to know all the kids and the parents that moved in and out of the store. The man couldn’t work a room for the life of him. And the more I watched him, the more I realized he never would. That wasn’t him. Declan cared. He cared so deeply with every fiber of his being about the people of Cedar Harbor. It didn’t matter who they were or what they had to say. It didn’t even matter how old they were. He treated everyone with the same level of respect and interest. He made everyone feel like the most important person in the room. There was something so wholesome and admirable about that. 
It also made it clear as day—well, a Florida day maybe, not a Washington one—why he didn’t want to take me out in town. People gravitated to him. When they walked in and found him in The Treehouse, he was the very first person they greeted and talked to. I watched people walking past the windows stop to come in just so they could say something. 
He handled it all with grace, even when his gaze would flick across the room to me. The longing to be with me painted his expression, but his attention never wavered from the people he spoke with. Maybe he wanted to be that person to them, or maybe he didn’t. It was hard to tell. 
But either way, on Sunday as we drove out of town alone, I savored every ounce of attention he poured into me. The version of him that had pulled up my drive was wildly different than I knew. Instead of his truck, he had his mom’s car—better gas mileage, he’d said. He’d replaced the flannel shirt and faded jeans with a crisp navy dress shirt and dark jeans—his Sunday best, he’d said. The jeans still made his ass look biteable, and he still rolled up his sleeves, so I was a fan. He was so damn handsome, and he was mine for the day. That thought alone made my heart do somersaults. 
“Put your feet down,” Declan said, his gaze flicking to where they were up on the dash. “Do you have any idea what would happen if the airbag went off?”
I giggled at the absolute protective nature this man had as I pulled my legs down. He reached over and gripped my thigh, his hand riding under my skirt. Wearing a sundress and a cardigan wasn't my first choice for our date, but it looked cute. The added bonus was the lack of panties. I enjoyed the daring thrill of knowing there was a good chance he’d figure it out at some point. If the low growl rumbling in his throat as his fingers tightened on my thigh was any indication of his thoughts, all bets were off when he put two and two together. 
“So, good coffeehouse coffee is a check,” he continued. I lifted my hot mocha in his direction, happy with my fancy coffee. “Have you figured out what you want to do today?” 
That was his entire plan: wing it. I could guarantee the words hurt him a little to say out loud. The man had a plan of attack for everything. He was the definition of predictable. Instead, we were going into Olympia and winging our whole day based on whatever the hell I wanted to do.
“Okay, so,” I began as I shifted in the seat to sit sideways and face him. I watched with excitement as his gaze flicked down briefly to where my skirt rode up. The way he pulled his lower lip between his teeth excited me. Arousal pooled between my thighs, and I shifted once more to pull my skirt down. Little did he know, public teasing and play were my things. I wasn’t exactly sure how that’d work with how much he put into maintaining his public image, but the thought of figuring it out turn me on. “I had something picked out but it involved throwing things, so I still need to figure out something else. I do have a handful of restaurants I thought we could check out.”
“First off, what are we throwing?” Declan demanded. “And secondly, why are you trying to figure out something else?”
“Well, your shoulder…”
“I heal fast, honey,” he said. “I told you this. Besides, I’m right-handed. I don’t need my left shoulder to throw things.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. Admittedly, he appeared to be doing a lot better. He seemed to be back to his usual sense of strong and healthy. And while he skirted around exactly what had happened at Sam’s, I had a feeling it’d been worse than he let on. All of that made it impressive that he was doing so well. It confused the ever-loving fuck out of me. Still, I didn’t say anything.
“Positive. What’d you have in mind?”
“Ax-throwing.”
“What?” He laughed, the loud and wonderful sound wrapping around me pleasantly. “You can’t be serious.”
“I thought it’d be fun!” I exclaimed. 
“Do you remember what one of my jobs is?” He glanced over, and I flashed him a pretty smile. 
“Well, I’m a fast learner and a highly competitive person,” I informed him. “I think I’ll be better at this than you think.”
And if not, a skirt with no panties could be psychological warfare. 
“Didn’t we establish a no-tools rule for you?” Declan teased. My eyes narrowed, and I pursed my lips as I glared at him. This was going to become a thing, wasn’t it? “No sledgehammers and no axes.”
“I’ll kick your ass at ax-throwing, Declan Byrne,” I announced. I knew I was lying, he knew I was lying, but damn it, I was determined to try. “Just you wait and see.”
“I’ll make sure to know where the nearest hospital is,” he said with that handsome grin of his. “We still have another hour at least on the road, so ask me anything.”
“Oh?” I arched a brow. He was giving me a lot of power by telling me to do so. “Absolutely anything?” 
“Nothing is off limits with you.”
“Those are dangerous words,” I warned him, but he merely chuckled. “Why don’t you like cheese?”
“What?” He balked. “I give you the power to ask me anything, and you decide to ask about cheese?”
“Look, cheese is a staple—”
“It’s not.”
“It is,” I corrected. “I’m curious why you don’t like cheese.”
“The texture is waxy,” Declan replied. My jaw dropped.
“Wait a minute!” I leaned toward him. “Baby, have you never had real cheese?” 
“I don’t know what you mean by that.”
“Cheese that doesn’t come pre-packaged individually. I mean honest-to-goodness real cheese you have to cut!”
“I don’t think I’ve ever cut cheese in my life,” he muttered. “My mom did have me try blue cheese when I was a kid—”
“Blue cheese is made with mold,” I interjected. “It’s an acquired taste.”
“Why would you feed people mold?” he exclaimed. “This is why I don’t like cheese! It’s waxy or moldy. That’s not appetizing.” 
“No, you’ve never had good cheese,” I corrected. “We need to fix this.”
“We don’t need to fix this,” Declan said. “I don’t need cheese in my life.”
“You can’t say you don’t like cheese when you’ve never had decent cheese,” I told him. When he started to protest, I quickly spoke over him, “Baby, there are over two thousand types of cheese in the world. You’ve tried the fake stuff, and you’ve tried the moldy stuff! That doesn’t count.”
“I don’t know what’s more concerning here,” he began with a sigh. “The fact that you know so much about cheese or the fact that I just know I’m going to end up eating a fuck ton of cheese today.” 
“We should go cheese-tasting!” I exclaimed. I tried to look up a place on my phone, but he swiped it from me and dropped it in the cup holder. His hand found its way back to my thigh. I laced my fingers through his and casually placed it higher. I enjoyed how his heated gaze flicked down to how my skirt rode up. I ate up the little glances he stole while driving. 
“Look it up later,” Declan said. The tightness in his voice made me smile, but I didn’t comment on it. Testing his restraint, I slid his hand further up my leg. His hold on me increased, and when he looked over again, his eyes lingered. “Raven.”
“Yes?” I replied quietly with a coy smile. From where he sat, I knew exactly the view I was giving him. It was entirely intentional. 
“Are you not wearing panties?” 
“I’m not.” To prove my point, I guided his hand until his fingers nearly brushed against my center. I let go of him and shrugged. “Take it as an open invitation to do what you want with the information.” 
“Lord help me.” That deep growl tore through his chest as he forced himself to stare out the windshield. Mission accomplished. “And what are you going to do if I take you up on that invitation?”
“Thoroughly enjoy it if the past is any indicator of how that’d go,” I stated. He let out a small sound, but I caught the little smile turning his lips. 
“Tell me about your family.”
“Oh, man! We’re a bunch of weirdos,” I announced dramatically. “No, really. I mean that. My dad has this thing for buying grills. He’s bought three so far this year.”
“It’s almost May,” he replied. “What the hell is he doing with all those grills? At least tell me they’re crappy grills.” 
“No, they’re like top-of-the-line grills. He’s super into his grills. And he always makes a whole thing of it when he gets a new one. The Woods Family Grilling Extravaganza.”
“The Woods Family Extravaganza?” he repeated slowly. The confusion in his expression was absolutely adorable.
“I told you, we’re weird. This is just the tip of the iceberg. I’d jump out now if you can’t take it.”
“Oh, I can take it,” he said with utter confidence. “Hit me with it. Tell me all about the weird Woods family things. I want to know everything for when I meet them.”
When. I practically melted in my seat as he said it. He’d thought about meeting them. I adored this man so much. 
“Okay, well.” I cleared my throat to get rid of the thick emotions clogging there. “Just remember, you asked for this. It started out with just the four of us after my dad would buy a new grill. He’d make breakfast, lunch, and dinner on his grill along with an assortment of food all day long for us to snack on.”
“That’s a lot of food.” Never once looking over, his fingers brushed through my wetness, and I sucked in a sharp breath. When he found my clit with a single, agonizing stroke, I moaned. I tipped my head back to revel in his touch, my eyes sliding shut. The minute I did, however, he stopped. “Keep talking, honey, or I’ll stop.”
Evil man. I huffed out a breath but did as he asked.
“He wouldn’t make easy stuff either. He really brought his A-game with what he made,” I explained. My hips rocked forward against his hand as he continued to circle my sensitive bud. “And because he makes so much, it went from just the four of us to an event of block party proportions.”
“What’s a block party?” he asked. I faltered. Did he not know?
“Have you never had a block… no, that’d make sense,” I interrupted myself breathlessly. “A block party would basically be all of Cedar Harbor. I grew up outside of Miami, and we’d do block parties. It’s not an uncommon thing in cities. Sections of the community come together for a party with food, music, games, and whatever. It’s a whole thing. Anyway, my dad throws unintentional block parties whenever he gets a new grill. All the neighbors get in on it, people bring all sorts of extra food and drinks. Our house is always packed until well after midnight, and we’re buried under leftovers for weeks.”
“And he’s done this three times this year?” Declan asked. His gaze tracked the movement of a passing car, nodding as they did. His fingers faltered on my clit as if worried they would notice. Had they? I doubted it, but the simple possibility that they had made my arousal spike. What would they have thought if they did? Would they have judged us? Enjoyed it? 
I groaned at the thought. 
“Exactly.” I nodded, only vaguely aware of what the hell I was responding to. My skin was on fire, and my sweater was far too heavy. My heart hammered as I did my best to cling to the conversation. Oh, I suddenly hated the question game. I struggled to focus on what he was saying. 
“At that rate, he’ll go through roughly nine grills this year,” he told me. I’d already had that thought. 
“I doubt it,” I said. “This one makes great pizza.”
“Pizza?”  
“Yes.” I let out a breathy whine as he dipped one finger into me. My muscles fluttered around him, and I leaned back against the window. He thrust deep twice before stopping. I needed to keep talking. My voice trembled as I talked while he fell into a steady rhythm of fucking me with two fingers. “My mom loves pizza. She does vacation planning around pizzas, does pizza nights, and whatever. My dad—”
“Doesn’t like pizza?” Declan guessed, and I nodded quickly. 
“No complaints, though,” I told him. My words caught in my throat as it became too hard to think. I was right there teetering an edge I desperately wanted him to send me tumbling over. I grasped his forearm, my nails digging into his skin.
“Does my girl need to come?” he asked. “Tell me what you want, honey. You know I’ll give it to you.”
“I want to come,” I whispered. I was by no means a dirty talk person. I was quite happy with the loud noises, thank you very much. “Please.”
His thumb pressed hard into my clit while his fingers curled, finding that spot I was a fan of. Every stroke of his fingers sent a wave of heat and electricity through my body. I was lost to it, his name falling off my lips on repeat. My hips met the rhythm of his hand while I fell apart, my orgasm crashing through me. My head spun, and my heart hammered against my ribs. I giggled breathlessly as my body melted into post-release euphoria. 
Magic fingers. The man definitely had magic fingers.
“Fuck, you’re gorgeous when you come,” Declan said. The absolute admiration in his voice only enhanced his words. A satisfied smile curled my lips as I watched. 
His fingers slipped out of me, trailing my cum along my skin as he moved back to grip my thigh. His hold grew wickedly tight as if he was grounding himself. My gaze flicked down to his pants. Fitted jeans had a perk. I could see just how hard he was from the bulge he couldn't hide.
“Well, I’m quite a fan of how you do it.”
“I haven’t even started with you, yet, honey.” It wasn’t a statement. It was a promise. But what was the question I wanted answered? The man had secrets, and I wanted to know them all. “Tell me a random fact about yourself.”
“I dye my hair,” I told him, throwing out the first thing I could think of. 
“Oh?” He frowned. “What color is it naturally?”
“Pale blonde.” I laughed. “It’s not even a bad blonde, just very pale. It doesn’t work when I’m tan in Florida.”
“Makes sense. Tell me more about your family.”
Oh, okay. We were going right back into it. 
“Well, my mom is the sweetest woman on the planet. She’s been through a lot and still just… I can’t imagine. She wanted a big family, but she and my dad struggled for years to have kids. And then they got me…” I faltered, realizing in my happy orgasm state I was divulging more than I probably should. He wasn’t ready for this part of my life. 
“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Declan replied as he glanced over. I offered a tight smile. 
“It’s not…” Words, words, words. “It’s not easy raising a medically fragile child.”
Even as I said the words, I couldn’t look at him. I wouldn’t go into detail. I couldn’t. Liam’s reaction had been less than stellar when I’d told him. I was on the middle of a highway with Declan. It wasn’t the right time or place, and maybe a small part of me didn’t want him to regret his decision to take me on a date. 
“Hey.” His fingers slipped through mine, and he tugged on my hand until I looked at him. “You’re okay now, though, right?” 
“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied a little too quickly and a little too easily. I wasn’t if waking up in the water was any indication. Another day, another time. “Anyway, she put a lot of time into taking care of me. I was homeschooled and… my mom is my best friend. I was almost eleven when their friend told them about a teenager they knew who was pregnant and looking at adoption. They ended up adopting my sister. Wren and I are just very opposite people. I used to envy her because she didn’t have the same stuff going on. She went to public school, made friends, and did all the things I couldn’t. But it’s not like that anymore. She drives me nuts, but she’s amazing. She said you should start an OnlyFans of you chopping wood.”
“Excuse me?” 
“I sent her a video—”
“Of what?” Declan demanded, the octave in his voice rising a notch. 
“Of you chopping wood!” I told him, laughing. “It was mostly of your arms!”
“Raven!” he exclaimed. 
“I said mostly!” 
“Who else did you send the video to?” Declan asked. 
“Well I didn’t send it to anyone else, but she probably showed a lot of people,” I admitted. 
“Raven!”
“Don’t worry, baby.” I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his shoulder. “Everyone finds you hot.”
“Everyone?”
“Well,” I began teasingly, “to me, you’re like a solid… three, maybe four. I can’t love you the way Esther and Vera do.”
“I ought to leave you on the side of the road,” Declan muttered. He was grinning though, so I wasn’t worried. 
“That’d be right in my element!” I told him, feigning excitement. “I could let some unsuspecting driver pick me up under the promise of a damn good blow job and then kill him in the woods before I take his car.”
“Fucking hell,” he snorted. “You’re trouble, you know that, right?”
“You wouldn’t have me any other way,” I reminded him. He pulled my hand to him, kissing my knuckles and grinning. 
“I can think of a few different ways I might have you,” he said. The suggestiveness in his tone sent my stomach flipping with anticipation. It was unfair how simply he could do that. The wet heat clinging to my thighs was evidence. 
“We might have to try those,” I told him, recovering with confidence I added flippantly, “Sometime.”
“Maybe tonight.” There was no denying his intention as he looked at me and kissed the back of my hand once more, which was a damn good thing because I hated this whole waiting for sex until we had a real date thing. I wanted this man. From the way his eyes darkened, I knew he wanted me too. Was he smoldering? Was this what a smoldering expression looked like? Maybe? I had no idea. I’d read the phrase in books but had no idea what it actually looked like. Either way, I needed to blast the AC if he kept looking at me like that. Or start taking off what little clothes I had on to alleviate the heat, which wouldn’t really help the matter. 
“You’re trouble, Declan Byrne.” My voice trembled slightly as I said the words. This man was something else. No matter how much I wanted to convince myself I had the upper hand, I was utterly wrong. One lingering look or one dirty phrase from this man could turn me into a puddle. 
And I had a whole day alone with him where he could do whatever he wanted to me. 
Fuck, I should’ve worn panties. Or maybe just brought a mop to carry around all day. 
It was going to be a wet one. 
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“Oh!” I shouted as the ax thunked hard into the target. I threw my hands up in the air with excitement and wiggled in a triumphant happy dance. Whirling on my toes, I faced Declan. His scowl didn’t deter my celebrating. I was a competitive human being, what could I say? “Who’s awesome?” 
“How are you winning?” he demanded ludicrously. 
“Didn’t you hear?” I teased. “I’m awesome.”
“My job involves axes!” Declan exclaimed as he gestured in frustration at the end of our throwing alley. Admittedly, he wasn’t very good at this. He hadn’t come close to landing a single axe. The man was ridiculously adorable when he was flustered. Or maybe I just adored him. I, on the other hand, was a competitive little shit who liked to win. And gloat about winning. I didn’t know a damn thing about throwing axes, which made me lucky to be winning. And I hadn’t hurt myself. “You’re cheating, I swear.”
“And exactly how does one cheat at ax-throwing?” I asked. Standing on my tip-toes, I pressed a kiss to his lip. The tiny groan it elicited from him thrilled me. I loved the effect I had on him. I whispered against his lips, “Just admit it, baby, I’m awesome.” 
“You’re competitive is what you are,” he retorted. “I’m going to figure this out.”
“Oh?” I arched a brow. “Who’s competitive now?”
“The lumberjack,” Declan said gruffly. “My job involves axes. I’m not letting you win.”
“I don’t think it’s letting me win if you can’t hit the target.” I shrugged. “Do you need me to give you some pointers? I happen to be doing very well.” 
He let out a long hum as he leaned down to kiss me once more. He shook his head, and his nose bumped softly against mine. 
“I know my way around an ax, honey,” he murmured. He may have known his way around an ax, but his throw didn’t improve the longer we were there. I didn’t hold back. That wasn’t me. Plus, I enjoyed kissing and snuggling my way through comforting him about losing miserably. 
Though, I also wasn’t certain he wasn’t milking the extra affection by intentionally losing. His efforts dwindled significantly as time passed. 
“All right, hot shot.” Declan chuckled, squeezing and wiggling my shoulders as we left. After almost two hours, my arms were ready to fall off. The stupid man with his gorgeously large muscles was completely unfazed by the endeavor. “Takes more effort than you thought, doesn’t it?” 
“I’m going to start lifting and get muscled just so I can last longer,” I muttered and made him laugh harder. 
“And then you can start the OnlyFans account,” he said. Slinging an arm around my shoulders, he pulled me close to his side as we walked down the busy street. Weirdly enough, while I was having fun with him, I wasn’t a fan of Olympia. I missed the openness and quietness of Cedar Harbor. “Okay, we went for a long walk in the park, did ax-throwing, crashed no less than three gas stations so you could go to the bathroom—in which you came back out with more coffee if I might add—and we still have daylight to burn before our reservation. What else do you want to do?”
“Rob a bank?” I suggested playfully. “Kidnap a person?” 
“I’ll take you to pet dogs, honey,” Declan shot back. He was completely serious. He was a dog person. I just knew it. 
“Ew.” I made a face. “No, I’m good.”
“Why don’t you like dogs?” 
“I’ve been bitten by two dogs in my life,” I told him. “When I was three, I was bit by my neighbor’s massive dog—”
“What kind of dog was it?” he interrupted. 
“My neighbor’s massive dog,” I continued, purposefully ignoring his question, “cornered me and bit me. Not hard, but enough to scare the shit out of my little toddler self.”
“What kind of dog, honey?”
“Ever since then, dogs are a no,” I stated. “I think it’s a very justifiable reason—”
“What kind of dog was it, Raven?” Declan pulled me to a stop on the sidewalk so he could stare down at me. Damn man. 
“It was a chihuahua, okay!” I exclaimed. He broke down laughing harder than I’d ever seen from him. “I was three, Declan! Of course, it was a massive dog!”
“It’s a fucking football!”
“It was big for a chihuahua! It traumatized me!”
“God, you’re fucking adorable,” he replied and dragged me toward him. Kissing my forehead, he asked, “And was the second time a chihuahua, too?”
“No,” I snapped. I hated this story. I slid out from under his arm and took his hand as I continued walking, suddenly needing to do something. “We lived in a gated community when we finally bought a house outside of Chicago. It was this pretty wooded area—rich people's woods, not wild woods. It was late, it was garbage night, and I’d forgotten to take the trash out. They said I probably scared a stray that managed to get in. I guess it wasn’t uncommon with the woods around us. Anyways, I scared the dog while taking out the cans, and it put me in the hospital. I have the scars to prove it.”
I tilted my left leg, showing off the collection of scars the back of my calf from the attack. 
“My very gun-toting neighbor managed to shoot the thing, but they never found it,” I told him. “So, I think I’m allowed to not like dogs, thank you very much. Sure, they can be cute, but they can also be awful.”
“That’s fair,” he whispered and leaned in to kiss my temple. There was something in his tone I couldn’t quite understand, but I wasn’t about to dwell on it. I didn’t want to ruin our date. 
“Come on,” I tugged on his hand, “let’s go find some coffee.”
“Haven’t you had enough coffee?” Declan asked. 
“Oh, baby.” I giggled. “I’ll never have enough coffee.”
[image: image-placeholder]“I can’t believe places like this exist,” Declan whispered after the waiter had left us. True to my promise, I’d found a place for him to try cheese, an adorable little charcuterie café with dozens of cheeses and meats on the menu. I’d promptly ordered everything on the menu to both Declan and the waiter’s dismay. But what the hell? I was determined to show him how all cheese wasn’t waxy or moldy. 
“Charcuterie is a really in thing right now,” I told him while scooting my stool closer to his. My leg settled next to his. “It’s easy, it’s fancy, and it can be fun.”
“You didn’t have to order everything on the menu.”
“Let me give you the full experience, Declan.” I smiled at him. I knew what he was thinking, and there was no way in hell I’d let him pay. I wanted to do this for him. “I want to. Besides, even if you don’t like the cheese, all the rest will be worth it. Just the meat selection alone is to die for.”
It was. I couldn’t wait to try their prosciutto.
“Have I told you how pretty you look today?” he asked softly. His lips brushed against my cheek, but underneath the table, his hand landed on my knee. My skin blazed under his touch as his fingers rode up under my skirt just enough to be risky. I shifted on my stool, heat swirling through my core. 
“Yes, but I do love hearing you say it,” I admitted as I sidled up closer to him. 
“I like this,” Declan said. 
“The bar?” 
“I haven’t decided that,” he replied. His fingers grazed my inner thigh as they traveled higher, and my breath hitched in my throat. Excitement sent my pulse soaring. “I like this. Being here with you. Are you enjoying yourself?”
I used his closeness to lean closer and kiss him. He let out a tiny sigh at the contact. I loved that he did that. The soft sighs, the little groans, all the noises he made when we kissed and touched were arousing. Breaking away, I bumped my nose against his before kissing it. 
“I am,” I promised and loved the giant smile it elicited from him. Getting away from Cedar Harbor with him was an interesting phenomenon. He was different, and I liked seeing him like this, light and relaxed. He was unburdened with no one expecting anything from him. It looked good on him. 
“All right!” the waiter announced his arrival with a loud clap of his hands. We separated, but Declan’s hand didn’t move from my thigh. If anything, it tightened as the waiter grinned widely at me. “We’re about to fill this table! I hope you’re ready.”
He winked at me, which I knew was meant to be innocent, but from the quiet growl rumbling through Declan, he didn’t agree. Even still, Declan offered the waiter a forced smile while copious amounts of cheese, meats, crackers, and bread were set on the table.
“Jealous?” I teased when we were alone. 
“Jealous? No.” Declan said. “I’m confident in what we have, but it doesn’t mean I have to like him flirting with my girl.”
I blushed. Every. Time. Every time the man used the phrase my girl, I turned into a blushing puddle. 
Before I could say anything, Declan grabbed a block of what I suspected was aged cheddar and took a giant bite. Oh, he was diving right in. And he shouldn’t have been. 
“Oh, my God!” I exclaimed and snatched the block from him. “No, baby! They give you a knife for a reason! You don't just take a bite out of it!”
It was a little too late for that warning. There was no good way for him to chew the massive mouthful he’d bitten off. The look on his face as he realized his mistake was comical, but none so much as watching him try to chew. I took a tiny bite of the one he’d tried. It was thick and creamy, requiring extra time to get through. 
Declan leaned on the table and pressed his forehead to his forearms as he tried to work through his bite. 
“It’s so thick,” he mumbled. I burst out giggling.
“That's what she said,” I replied. He gestured to his face dramatically. 
“In my mouth!” 
“That's also what she said.” I laughed harder as he snorted. He desperately tried not to laugh with a mouthful of cheese but was losing miserably. 
“Why did you let me put so much in my mouth?” Declan demanded when he’d swallowed enough to talk somewhat. 
“I didn’t! Is it creamy in your mouth, baby?” My face hurt from grinning while he practically choked on what was left in his mouth. I gripped his bicep, laying my head on his shoulder as stray tears rolled down my cheeks from laughing at him so hard. I was wheezing, he was working his ass off trying not to die by cheese. We were quite the pair. 
“I’m getting you back for that,” he told me while he laughed. He kissed my forehead. 
“Oh. I’m holding you to that,” I replied playfully. “Bring on the punishment, baby.” 
“Those are dangerous words,” Declan scoffed. He gripped my chin and tilted my head back. His dark eyes danced with mischief in the dim lighting of the café. Maybe I’d live to regret those words. Probably not. I closed the distance between us, kissing him and not caring just how restaurant inappropriate the kiss was as my tongue met his. 
This man could do whatever the hell he wanted to me, and I’d take it willingly. 
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My skin vibrated with anticipation as the gravel of my drive crunched under the wheels of Declan’s truck. We’d taken a tiny detour coming back into town long enough to swap Maeve’s car for his truck. The energy between us shifted. His fingers skimmed my inner thigh in a lazy track as he stared out the front windshield. In passing glances, I took in the way his lips were pressed together tightly and the deep creases between his brows as he brooded. 
I was trapped inside my head alongside him. Was he not okay with how the day had gone? Maybe I should’ve been less… something? That was a dumb thought right there. We’d gotten this far because I was exactly the way I was, and he liked it. All I could hope was that I hadn’t been too much. Damn it. Dating was hard. 
As soon as the truck was off, Declan was out. I went to follow, but he locked the door before I could. Every time I tried to unlock, he’d do it all over again so I couldn’t get out. 
“You know,” Declan began when he finally opened the door, “I can’t hold the door open for my date if she keeps trying to hop out of my truck on her own.”
Of course, he was the kind of guy to open the door for a woman. 
“It’s cute you think I could hop down from here and not hurt myself,” I teased. 
“No, there’s no doubt you’d break an ankle,” he said. “And then I’d have to throw you over my shoulder, carry you inside, and take care of you all night long.”
I liked the sound of every part of that plan. 
“I’m failing to see the flaw in this plan,” I admitted. He gripped my hips and lifted me out of the truck. Instead of letting go, he pressed my back into the side of his truck. His mouth found mine in a slow and sexy kiss. When his tongue touched the seam of my lips, I met him eagerly. I ran my hands over his chest and around his shoulders. 
It was the motel all over again. His body pressing against mine, his mouth taking over mine in a scorching kiss, our hands exploring every inch we could. Only this time I knew what I was in for, and I was utterly tired of waiting. I wanted this man. Over and over I wanted him. Kissing him wasn’t enough. I wanted every inch of him I could get my hands and tongue on. 
“Let’s go inside,” I whispered, breaking away from his mouth. He nipped softly at my lower lip as I laced my fingers through his to lead him inside. I caught how his eyes roamed the length of my porch and just knew he was inspecting it all over again. The notion made me smile. 
“Hey.” Declan tugged on my hand when I started up the steps. “We need to talk for a minute.”
“Oh.” I frowned slightly. Maybe I’d been a little too presumptuous about all our banter and play throughout the night leading to this. “You don’t have to come in. I didn’t mean to make you feel—”
He shut me up with another kiss as he dragged me against his tall frame. I usually hated being interrupted, but this wasn’t such a bad way for it to happen. 
“I want to spend the night, Raven,” he assured me. “But we need to talk before we do.”
“Okay,” I said. His serious tone and expression made me nervous. Consent conversations weren’t uncommon with him, but he didn’t approach them with the same seriousness as he did this. Whatever this was, it worried me. “Is something wrong?” 
“There’s no delicate way to say this, so I’m just going to come out and say it,” he continued. “I wasn’t entirely upfront with you at the motel.”
Oh, my God. The man had an STD. That had to be it, and I’d kill him if that was it. 
“We didn’t do a lot of personal talking after a certain point,” I replied. “And I don’t remember much of the bar if I’m being honest.” 
“What I mean is I didn’t feel entirely comfortable being myself. Enjoying myself how I usually do,” Declan told me quietly. Wait a minute… was he? My head cocked to the side as I waited for him to elaborate. “I just didn’t feel it was appropriate given the circumstances, but now… I just…”
Oh, I had to help the poor man out.
“Are you trying to tell me you have a kink?” I asked. The hesitancy in his expression was endearing, but it was obvious he struggled with it. Playfully, I added, “Just wait until Esther and Vera find out.”
“That’s not even remotely funny.” He scowled. 
“Everyone has a kink, baby,” I said with a soft smile. Lord knows I had one. “If they say they don’t, they most likely haven’t figured theirs out yet.” 
“I don’t entirely believe that. I still feel like we should talk—”
Grabbing his face, I dragged him to me in a hard kiss. Time to shut him up and shut his brain off. The poor man was overthinking everything. I refused to let go as I walked backward up my stairs, taking him with me. 
“Raven—”
“Don’t tell me. Show me,” I ordered. When he started to protest, I shook my head. “Show me what turns you on, baby. I want the shock and awe of learning what makes your dick hard and then making sure I do it right for you every time.” 
A low growl vibrated through his chest as he nipped at my neck playfully. 
“I have rules,” I told him. I kept contact with him to keep him motivated with chaste kisses and touches wherever I could. “If what you like falls into these… well, they’re my hard boundaries, so I’m sorry.”
“I’ll always respect your boundaries, Raven,” Declan said in all seriousness. 
“I know.” I smiled. I genuinely trusted this man to make my boundaries important to him. There was no question of that. “No choking. No breath play.”
“Not my thing.”
“No fish hooking.”
“I don’t even know what that is.”
“Good. And no anal… not tonight, anyway. I’ve seen you,” I said. My gaze slid down the length of his body as I recalled just how big he was. My arousal spiked, pooling between my legs at the memory of how he’d filled me. I wanted him so bad and would let him do just about anything to me, but no, that wasn’t a spur-of-a-moment thing. Not with him. “That’ll take some prep work, and I’m not in the mood for prep work tonight.”
“I wasn’t even thinking about it.” Declan chuckled. “But it’s good to know where you stand.” 
“And if you’re going to leave marks, I have to be able to cover them with clothes.”
“So throw a sheet over your head, got it.”
“Reasonable clothes!” I exclaimed, grinning wider. His mouth drifted along my jaw, and he nipped playfully at my ear, making me squeal. 
“Honey,” he murmured in my ear. I moaned as he pulled my body flush to his, and I felt how hard he was against my stomach. “Open the damn door already.” 
Grabbing my hips, he whirled me around forcefully. I scurried across the porch, eager to get inside, while he swatted me lightly in the ass. I barely had the door open before his hands were back on my body. His hands dug into my hips while his lips traced the curve of my neck. He pushed me inside and used our weight to shut the door. I fit snugly between him and the wood, my back to his chest and my ass pressed against the front of his jeans. I wiggled against him, trying to get closer still. His fingers threaded through my hair and tugged my head to the side in response. 
“Do you know how crazy you drive me?” Declan whispered. With a rough hand, he hiked up the hem of my dress. I arched further into him as his hand smoothed over the curve of my hip. My thighs squeezed together with anticipation. His hand trailed over my stomach and teased lower. His voice rolled like liquid iron on my skin as he demanded, “Do you know how hard it was to spend all day knowing you were walking around with nothing under this dress? With this perfect cunt begging to be touched? Do you know how many times I wanted to drag your pretty ass into a bathroom and fuck you right there?” 
A shiver rolled through my body. The things that came out of this man’s mouth.
“Oh,” I let out breathlessly, my heart hammering with excitement in my chest. And no, I didn’t know because he hid it so damn well. His fingers slid through my wetness, eliciting a moan from me as he brushed over my clit. I tried to rock against his hand, but he pinned me in place. I whimpered in need of more. 
“Tell me what you want, Raven,” he said. His teeth teased the curve of my neck while his fingers traced a lazy, agonizing circle over my sensitive bud. “Tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you.”
“Touch me,” I whispered. I was hot and uncomfortable. Built up in a way that left me needing so much more from him. “Please.” 
“I am touching you.”
“Harder,” I begged. “I need more, Declan.” 
“Like this?” he asked and pinched my clit once. I gasped with the overwhelming surge of sensations. My breath caught in my throat, and I couldn’t say a damn thing, even if I wanted to. He repeated the action, and I cried out with the waves of pleasure he sent surging through my body. Roughness wasn’t my usual way of doing things, but combined with his deep voice and dirty words in my ear, I felt myself riding impossibly close to coming. My body trembled with excitement. His tongue swept the line of my neck, and his lips settled over my racing pulse. “Show me. Show me how you want to be touched.” 
I slid my hand down and curled my fingers over his. My movements were confident with the pressure and pacing I craved. The rough pads of his fingers created a delicious kind of friction I could only dream of giving myself. My head tilted back with a tiny sigh of relief.
“Good girl,” he whispered, planting gentle kisses down my neck. The occasional scrape of his teeth, the coarseness of his facial hair, and the flick of his tongue had me spiraling. I groaned as I sank into him, my legs shaking as I soared. “That’s it. Let me hear you come, honey.”
The words rolling off his tongue sent my pulse racing. I lost myself in the world of sensations he impressed upon my body. The earthy scent of him intoxicated me with every quick breath I took, and the intense heat of him as he held me brought me inexplicable comfort. He took over as I lost the ability to keep going. My nails dug into his wrist, and my hips rolled into his hand frantically. 
“Please,” I begged. “Oh… oh…”
“Keep going, honey,” Declan encouraged. “Take what you need.”
Heat and pleasure burst through every inch of my body as I came with his last words. It wasn’t enough. I needed more. I needed him. 
With trembling legs, I turned in his arms and dragged his mouth to mine, desperate to taste him. I hurried through unbuttoning his shirt and damn near ripped it off him when I struggled to do so. I wanted my hands on him. Wanted to feel his warm skin beneath my fingers. His hands left my body long enough to shrug it off, and he pulled me backward with him. 
His boots hit plastic, and Declan froze, every inch of him tensing. I knew exactly why, and it sent me into a fit of giggles. 
“Raven,” Declan demanded, but I was already laughing too hard to answer. “Why the hell are there tarps on the floor?”
“I started putting primer up,” I explained, nearly wheezing to catch my breath. The look on his face was priceless. Something I wished I had a camera for. “It’s true!”
“When? They weren’t there yesterday!”
“I couldn’t sleep last night, so I started putting primer up on the wall,” I told him. That was only half true. After waking up in the water, the thought of sleeping terrified me. Running myself into the ground until I inexplicably passed out felt like a good way to guarantee I slept deep from exhaustion. It wasn’t a sustainable plan. I knew that. 
“Did you sleep at all last night?” he replied. 
“I like coffee for a reason, baby,” I said. He cocked a brow, and I knew it wasn’t a good enough answer. Feeling the need to make it make sense to him, I reiterated, “I have trouble sleeping. It’s not a big deal.”
He hummed softly as he considered me. I couldn’t tell if I was in trouble or not. Though, if he kept looking at me like that, I wanted to be in trouble. 
“I guess I’m just going to have to tire you out then,” Declan stated. Catching me off-guard, he hauled me off the floor and tossed me over my shoulder. I squealed with surprise. A low growl vibrated through his body as his teeth sank lightly into my bare ass. The sound that came out of me was something of a yelp and a giggle. In the most caveman way possible, he announced with a chuckle, “Mine.” 
Hot lumberjack caveman. With paint tarps crinkling under his boots, he carried me across the house to my bedroom. 
“We need to get you a bed in here,” he muttered. “I can’t throw you down on a pile of blankets. I’ll fuck you on a pile of blankets—”
“You better,” I retorted, still dangling over his shoulder as he kicked off his boots. 
“—but throwing you on the floor is out of the question,” Declan continued over me. He dropped me to my feet, his mouth crashing into mine before I could say anything more. The world spun delightfully as he manhandled me. I was putty for the molding. In one swift movement, he yanked my dress over my head. His gaze slid down the length of my body. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous.” 
“Thank you.” I bit my lip. The way this man looked at me… like he wanted to both cherish and wreck me all at once. I wanted both. I wanted everything. 
I ran my hands slowly down his chest and stomach, enjoying the dips and definition in his muscles, the softness of his chest hair, and the little way his eyes slid shut under my touch. The muscle he had wasn’t for show like a bodybuilder with an unnecessary six-pack or overly defined muscles. He was built strong and solid with the wear and tear of work weighing on his body. Every inch of him was hard-earned from one job or another, just like the tan in his skin and the calluses on his fingers. There was something ungodly sexy about that. Even the fresh scarring on his ribcage and shoulder added to just how impressively he was put together. 
I traced the delicate lines making up the tattoo on his chest. Its elaborate compass design with its sleek arrow and forest interior fascinated me. I’d been too drunk the first time around to appreciate it. Or remember it considering the similarities to the one on his business card and how that whole connection had gone right over my head. 
“We all have one,” Declan whispered. “My brothers and I.”
“It suits you.” I pressed a gentle kiss to his chest while my hands fanned over his rib cage and down his sides. My nails skimmed over his skin as his mouth slid over mine, his tongue driving past my lips. I ran my palm over the front of his jeans and enjoyed how he thrust further into my hand. He was rock solid, pressed tight and straining against the fabric. The feel of his erection excited me. I made fast work of undoing his belt and jeans to free him. I curled my fingers around his thickness and reveled in how impossibly hard he was. 
That was all me. I did that to him. There was a kind of power in that, and it thrilled me. I stroked him slowly, listening to him groan while his mouth slipped from mine. His lips dusted across my jaw and down my neck. His teeth sank into my skin harder than I was used to, making me gasp with the shock and pain. 
“Breathe through it, honey,” Declan murmured into my skin. He said it like he knew what he was doing. Burying his fingers in my hair, he cradled the back of my head while his other hand locked around my waist. I didn’t have time to process the words as he bit my shoulder roughly, clamping down and holding on. I forgot to breathe. Air hitched in my throat, and my knees buckled. He kept me upright while the pressure from his teeth increased. I stroked him faster, channeling the pain into touching him. He growled and thrust into my fist. A layer of precum coated my palm as I rolled my hand over the head of his dick. He let go of me quickly and gave me a gentle push toward my little nest of blankets. “Lay down.”
Panting and flushed, I did as he told me. He took his time peeling off the rest of his clothes. His eyes roamed over my body as I stretched and wiggled on the blankets. That look. God, I could get used to a man looking at me like that. He was a man starved, and I was offering myself to be devoured. 
Declan dropped down over me, and I squeaked with delight as he caught himself on his forearms. A handsome smile lit up his face, making my pulse race all over again. I hooked a leg around his hip and drew him closer, my arms draping over his shoulders. The feel of his skin on mine sent a flood of relief through my body. I craved the contact. I lifted off the pillows to kiss him eagerly. 
“Impatient?” he teased against my mouth. His fingers tangled in my hair, and my tongue met his as it swept hungrily through my mouth. Between kisses, he whispered, “God, you’re absolutely gorgeous. I’m going to take my time with you.”
That promise did nothing for my patience. I was dripping and desperate. The way his thick cock pressed into my thigh did nothing to help the situation. 
His mouth drifted along my jawline while his hand slid up my ribcage. My eyes closed and my back arched as he cupped my breast. He rolled my nipple between his fingers. With his tongue, he traced the lines of my tattoo. His obsessiveness with doing so built the liquid heat in my core. No man had ever paid so much attention to them. I squirmed against him, my body flushing hotter and a soft moan falling off my lips. 
“Remember to breathe, Raven,” Declan said once more before sinking his teeth into the soft flesh of my breast. I gasped, tensing at the sharpness of his teeth. He let go the instant I did. I blinked rapidly, my vision blurring as tears sprung up from the unexpected shock. He studied my face and tucked my hair behind my ear. His mouth gently peppered light kisses over my face. “Do you want to stop?” 
“Is this your thing?” I asked. 
“Yes. But again, I can stop,” he replied. Oh, I hadn’t anticipated his thing being pain. Pain wasn’t something I’d ever experimented with. I wasn’t sure I could handle being intentionally hurt in any way he could imagine. Or biting? Maybe just the biting was his thing? Biting I could get used to. At least, I wanted to say I could for his sake. I wanted to please him in every way he desired. As he continued planting soft kisses on my face and neck, he explained, “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the feel of your skin between my teeth. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make me so fucking hard I could come right here. And I’d be lying if I didn’t say I enjoyed the thought of knowing if anyone saw you, they’d know you were mine… mine to kiss… mine to touch… mine to take care of… mine to please in every way imaginable…”
Oh, that was kind of hot. 
“I’m also guessing you don’t have any experience with something like this.” He glanced at me long enough to watch as I shook my head before he kissed my neck once more. He hovered over my pulse, and I could feel the smile turning his lips. “I also know that, if you let me, I can make you feel things you didn’t know possible. I wouldn’t intentionally hurt you just to hurt you.”
“I know,” I whispered. I didn’t think this man had it in him to go out of his way to hurt anyone ever. 
He made his way down my chest. His tongue flicked over my pert nipple before teasing it gently between his teeth. I groaned with the burst of sensations. 
“If you trust me,” he murmured, “I can promise I’ll take care of every inch of this gorgeous body of yours until you can’t see straight, until you can’t think straight, and until you can’t walk if your life depended on it.”
He paused and trailed kisses across my chest. Taking his time, he focused on teasing, licking, and sucking my other nipple. Moaning, I arched into him, needing more—wanting more. I wanted the things he mentioned. I wanted to experience that, even if the unknown of it scared me a little. 
“But I want you to understand,” Declan continued, “I don’t need all of that to enjoy you. Want it? Yes. Need it? No. You can tell me no, and it won’t change a damn thing for me. Just being around you makes me hard. It makes me want to drag your pretty ass somewhere private to fuck you senseless. You are enough for me, Raven. You will always be enough for me exactly as you are. There’s no doubt in my mind about that.” 
This man…
Emotion tightened in my chest as he watched me, waiting patiently for an answer. I brushed my fingers through his hairline. This man had twisted and weaseled his way into my heart. He inspired layer upon layer of complicated feelings that I wasn’t ready to unravel. 
One thing at a time. This… this I could do with him. This way I could grow with him. 
“Bite me, Declan,” I let out quietly.
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes.” I caught his mouth with mine, kissing him hungrily and tangling my fingers in his hair. That growl I loved made an appearance as he nipped my lower lip. Fingers dug into my skin as he dragged his hand down the length of my body. He kissed, licked, and nibbled his way down my neck until I squirmed once more. My core tensed, and my head spun with the little sensations colliding inside me. 
“Remember to breathe for me, honey,” Declan whispered once more. I nodded slightly even as my heart skittered against my rib cage. When I did, he bit into the softness of my other breast. The pressure built quickly as he sank his teeth in deeper. This time, however, his fingers swept over my throbbing clit. 
The combination was otherworldly. I gasped, my head falling back. My hips rose into his palm. His fingers swirled with the right mix of speed and pressure, damn near perfectly replicating what I’d shown him earlier. He alternated between gentle kisses and bruising bites, covering every inch of my body with his mouth. The sharpness of his teeth created a delicious contrast to the softness of his mouth as he worshiped my body. 
My fingers curled into his hair, and my nails dug into the broad span of his shoulders. I clung to him for dear life. Loud moans and gasps fell off my lips. I writhed beneath him with my hips moving of their own accord. I was a needy, desperate thing as I chased my release building inside me. 
Hot and cold. 
Up was down. 
Pain was pleasure.
This kind of pleasure was a high I’d never known. 
He did something to my body I’d never experienced. The sounds I made and how I reacted only encouraged him. His mouth became more demanding, and he worked my throbbing clit like a goddamn magician. 
“Fuck, these tattoos,” Declan growled. His tongue swept over the lines of the tattoos on my hips, tracing flowers and leaves between bites. 
When he pushed a long finger inside me, curling and finding that sweet spot, I lost sight of everything. His hand shoved my hips into the floor and held me in place while he thrust two fingers into me rapidly. 
In and out. 
Up and down? Who fucking knew?
I couldn’t see straight, and the noises I made were unrecognizable to me. The wildfire growing in my core was more intense than any other orgasm I’d had. I was ready to explode—fall apart at the very seams if he kept going. 
I needed it. 
“That’s it, honey,” Declan murmured against my skin. His fingers slowed, leaving me whimpering and clinging to a ledge that threatened to break me. 
“Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop,” I begged. I tried to move against the hand splayed over my skin, but I was a shaking mess that had nothing on the strength he had. I was stuck where he pinned me. 
“I’m nowhere near done with you,” he promised. His tongue swept down my stomach. Settling between my legs, he bit the inside of my thigh while removing his fingers completely. I whined at the sudden emptiness inside me. 
“Declan!”
“I told you, I’m going to take my time with you,” he reminded me with a grin. With those words, he dragged the flat of his tongue through my pussy. He growled as he lapped me up. I let out a long groan and threaded my fingers into his hair, needing something to hold on to. To ground myself to, to keep from floating away as he carried me higher. “That’s my girl. Fuck, you taste amazing. Do you know how many times I’ve thought about burying my face in this perfect cunt of yours?” 
Oh, this man would be the end of me.
My eyes rolled back. A wild heat blazed through me in uncontrollable waves. My hips rocked against his mouth, demanding more. I was utterly desperate for the release growing inside me. He swirled his tongue over my clit—licking, sucking, nipping—and he found a rhythm to match the pace I set. I panted and gasped, unable to catch my breath. His name tumbled off my lips on repeat, the letters practically one sound. 
“Let go, honey,” Declan encouraged gruffly. “Give me it. Come for me.”
His tongue flattened to my clit once more. When his fingers slid back inside me, I lost whatever flimsy hold on reality I had left. I came apart at the seams, crying out as I came harder than I thought possible. The intense rush disoriented me, and my body locked up around him. He was relentless as he stroked the same spot over and over, drawing out my orgasm. 
Only as the calm down eased its way over my body and I was left shaking did I realize what my body had done. What I’d done. I gasped, covering my face with embarrassment. In the list of things I’d come to understand women shouldn’t do during sex, squirting was high on that list. Not that I’d ever done so before or even thought I could.  
“I’m sorry!” I exclaimed. I peeked through my fingers to see him wipe his face off on the edge of the blanket, completely unfazed by it. If anything, he looked quite smug. 
“Why?” Declan demanded, his lips brushing the curve of my hip. He worked his way up my body while knocking my hands from my face. Every kiss sent sparks through my body. I was still vibrating from the best orgasm of my life. “Look at me. Do I look like I mind?” 
“But—” His mouth caught mine in a fierce kiss, the taste of me salty on his lips. 
“Don’t apologize,” he murmured against my mouth. “I did promise to make you feel things you didn’t think possible. Do you feel good?” 
I nodded a little too enthusiastically. I didn’t need to think about it. The orgasm itself had been mind-blowing, a feeling I’d happily jump off a cliff to achieve again. 
“Good.” He grinned. “Then I intend to make you come like that again and often.” 
From the mischievous glint in his dark eyes, I knew those words were trouble. Before I could say anything, he kissed me again long and sweet, his tongue delivering deep into my mouth and caressing mine. It shot through me like lightning, sending a cascade of sensations off like fireworks. How the hell could one kiss do such things to me?
Raking my nails over his skin, I traced the curves of his ribcage, followed the line of his spine, and brushed over the broadness of his shoulders. I wanted to touch every inch of him—to memorize how he was put together. He fascinated me. His body shuddered against mine. His dick slid through my wetness. We exchanged moans as he stroked my swollen clit with one slight thrust of his hips. 
“Fuck me, Declan,” I said against his mouth. With his mouth never leaving mine, he blindly patted down the floor where his jeans were. A deep growl of frustration built in his throat as I wiggled against him, coming dangerously close to pulling him inside me bare. 
“Damn it,” Declan snapped. He pushed away to find a condom. His knees nudged my thighs further apart as he knelt between me. Before he could open it, I swiped it from him. 
“Stroke yourself for me, baby,” I told him. My eyes trailed down his body as his hand fell to his cock. He gripped himself lightly, pulling on his cock in lazy strokes. I chewed on my lip as I watched precum bead on the tip of him. Why was that so hot? I needed all of him filling me. I tore the condom open with my teeth and leaned forward, catching his gaze as I rolled it slowly on him inch by glorious inch. His breath hitched in his throat. When I reached the base of his shaft, I gave his balls a light squeeze and ran a single nail over the sensitive skin behind them. 
“Jesus fuck,” he growled. He pushed me back down, and his body covered mine. Strong fingers repositioned my hips, and with one powerful stroke, he buried himself completely inside me. I cried out as my body stretched to accept him. He stayed there with his hips flexing to push as deep as possible. My body clenched around him. “Don’t you dare hold back on me now, you understand? I want everything you have. Be vocal. Tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you. Do you understand me, honey?”
“Yes!” I gasped. Needing all of it, I shamelessly begged, “Fuck me, please. God, Declan, please, fuck me!”
And did he ever listen. 
He drove into me hard and fast. There was no easing into it or being gentle. With every stroke, he pulled out almost completely. The contrasting emptiness and fullness made me frantic. My hips rose to meet his every thrust.
“So fucking tight,” Declan said. “Do you have any idea how good you feel around my cock?” 
He was relentless, driving me into the floor with powerful thrusts. I clawed at his body, desperately needing to touch any part of him I could as the heat inside my body grew overwhelmingly intense. My heels dug into the back of his thighs and dragged him as close as I could. 
“Don’t stop! Don’t stop!” I practically chanted. I was completely lost in the things he did to me.
“Do you like that? Does my girl like my cock inside her?” he asked, his breath ragged. The mouth on this man… just the possessive words rolling off his tongue did things to me. 
“Oh, God… yes! Yes!”
“Say it,” Declan ordered with an undeniable authority in his tone. His teeth sank into my shoulder, the spike of pain vanishing in another wave of pleasure. “Let me hear you say it.” 
I’d do anything he asked of me at that moment. He had every ounce of power in the room, and I was at his complete mercy. 
“I love your cock inside me.” I kissed him hard with the words, drawing a sexy little moan out of him. Okay, maybe he didn’t have all the power. 
His body slid across mine, slick with sweat, and our breaths mingled in quick pants. I lost control, the sensations building fiercely as I writhed beneath him. His fingers tangled in my hair and yanked my head to the side, exposing my neck to him. He licked my skin and nipped my ear.
“I need you to come, honey,” he let out. His voice was hoarse as if he struggled to hold back his release. He repositioned my hips, thrusting deeper and faster. “The things you do me… I need you to come for me, Raven. Come all over my cock, honey.” 
I saw stars. The sounds that came out of me were damn near primal as he hit that magic spot over and over. The pressure was instant, an ember of a flame he fanned into a roaring fire within a heartbeat. 
“Oh… oh, God,” I managed to say. My release blazed hot and deep inside me, wild and out of control. “Oh, God.”
I came hard in a surge of liquid once more, my eyes rolling back as I screamed his name and soaked the blankets. My body clenched tight around him, milking him. 
“Fuck, honey.” Declan’s teeth sunk impossibly hard into my shoulder with a deep growl as he pressed me into the floor, his cock jerking as he came. His body melted into mine as the moment began to fade. His lips brushed against my neck, my jawline, and my cheek. 
I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, giggling and gasping with the euphoric high. My heart threatened to beat right out of my chest as it galloped. I was a mess. He was a mess. The blankets were soaked. I didn’t want to look in the mirror. My body had to look like a war zone. But still, I giggled because damn… no one had ever fucked me like he did. There was a good chance I wouldn’t walk straight again. 
“Are you okay?” Declan asked. His tongue trace my lower lip while I grinned stupidly. 
“I have no legs,” I whispered with a happy laugh. He grinned and slapped my thigh before gripping it tight. 
“Yeah, still there.” He kissed my shoulder as he eased out of me. His fingers brushed against my swollen clit. I practically lunged at him, latching onto his wrist so he couldn’t. I was an overstimulated, head-to-toe bundle of exposed nerves in desperate need of a comedown. I wasn’t sure what would happen if I came again. He cocked a brow. “You sure you don’t want one more?” 
“Write me a rain check,” I said. “I can’t take more right now.”
“Okay,” Declan replied, getting to his feet “I’ll be right back to take care of you. What do you need?”
“Start with water, please?” 
“Give me that face again, and I’ll give you the moon if you want,” he muttered as I playfully pouted with my request. That was dangerous information to give me. As he left the room to clean up, I heard him say, “Fuck, you’re so goddamn pretty.”
I smiled stupidly, my mood untouchable. I lay there, floating in ways I’d never dreamed of. Declan may have been a gentleman through and through, but the man was an absolute animal in bed—complete with bite marks and bruises. 
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I couldn’t sleep. Not that I wasn’t tired. I was exhausted. While I was mostly healed, I wasn’t quite there. My body still lagged despite what I’d told Raven. I needed the sleep, but I was too revved up from my day with her. This woman was incredible inside and out, and she was mine. I soaked up every moment of having her curled up under my arm while she slept. I traced Raven’s delicate curves and couldn’t help but wonder just how bruised her creamy skin was. I also couldn’t help but worry about how upset she’d be when she looked in the mirror. It wasn’t for everyone, and I knew that. While it was obvious she’d enjoyed it with some coaxing, I couldn’t shake the image of tears in her lovely eyes after I bit her.
I should’ve stopped right there and not driven the matter further. That would’ve been the right thing to do. Maggie had damn near lost her shit when I’d brought it up with her. The guilt trip she ran bordered on my need for therapy with David for whatever issues I had considering what I was and how that coincided with what I enjoyed. It’d left a deeply seated shame about the whole thing. 
To occupy myself, I focused on work emails, which was a bad idea. I hadn’t looked at them in days. I’d enjoyed using my inevitable time off as a way to spend time with Raven, and I’d trusted that my brothers had let my clients and the mill know. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop the flow of input in my direction. I shouldn’t have waited so long. 
Sloane had emailed me several times to check in and to see when I’d be back as well as request a note from my doctor to put on file. My PTO covered my absences, thankfully, but they’d only use them if I had something from Charlotte. The boss’s son also emailed me to see how I was doing and to ask when I expected to be back, explaining how they needed my expertise back on site. I put emailing both of them along with sending something off to Charlotte on my to-do list for when I got up. 
Then, there was the onslaught of emails and text messages. Henry had more issues with his chicken coop. Both Esther and Vera had emailed me about something with the basement in their house, and both included a not-so-discreet mention of Raven in their messages. All of my appointments for the week before had reached out in some way or another to see when I’d be available to help, and all of my appointments for the upcoming week also had reached out. There was even a message from the inspector I’d contacted about Raven’s house, and a message from Jerry telling me he wouldn’t be back for another two weeks. Apparently, Aruba was nice enough for him to extend his stay. 
Fuck. It was never-ending. My upcoming week was already packed tight, which meant having to reschedule old appointments would make for a few rough weeks. Late nights and early mornings would be required. There was no other way I’d get everyone taken care of. 
As I began to tick off what projects needed immediate tending versus what I could put off, the ache in my chest blossomed and tightened. I set my phone down for a moment and rubbed the heel of my palm to my chest. 
“You okay?” Raven’s sleepy voice made me stop. She watched me close, her expression full of concern. 
“I’m okay,” I told her as I dropped my hand. No sense in worrying her.
“You’re a crappy liar, you know that, right?” she said. She rolled, lifting her head and resting her chin on my chest. The scrutinizing look she gave me incited a pang of guilt. “I’ve been watching you. What’s wrong?” 
So much for that plan.
“Nothing really.” I sighed. “I was just looking at work stuff.”
“I thought you’d take another day or two off to rest.”
“I can’t afford to. I have a full week’s worth of work I need to fit in around another week of work,” I stated. Before she could protest, I continued, “Some of my clients, I can afford to move around, but take Mrs. Hart for example. She’s eight and a half months pregnant. Her husband died just after they found out, so she’s doing everything on her own. She needs some help in her house, specifically in the nursery room, but she can’t wait. It needs to be done before she has the baby. It’s just little things, but it adds up. I can’t afford to keep taking time off, honey.”
“We need to make you a work tree,” Raven announced, and I frowned. “My mom had me help make one for my dad when I was younger. Mostly I used it as an excuse to hang Easter eggs in a tree in the middle of September I think.”
“We don’t need to decorate a tree.” I wasn’t about to put Easter eggs in any of my trees.
“No, no.” She shook her head. “It was his worry tree. He took his work home with him a lot like you. And he was always stuck in his head with it, worrying about what he had to do next or whatever. Mom made him a worry tree. When he’d come home, he’d leave his worries with the tree for him to pick up again the next day.”
It didn’t work like that. She took hold of my chin and made me look at her. Those whiskey eyes stared straight through me. 
“The point is, we need to make you a safe place,” Raven said softly. “Somewhere you can be free from all the stress of your jobs.”
I loved how she said we. 
“I’m not sure I can do that, honey. I run my business out of my home.”
“What about asking Nolan for his back office? It’s used for a litter box and an empty desk right now,” she replied. “You could move your office there, so it’s not in your home. Plus, you’d be in the middle of town where everyone is anyways.”
“Maybe…” It wasn't a half-bad idea. Still, I was used to things the way they were. It worked for me. 
“I also hear the newish counter girl is cute,” she teased. 
“Cute is an understatement.” I tucked her wild hair behind her ear and studied her face. Fuck, she was gorgeous. Ridiculously so. The woman was in a league of her own and how the hell I managed to win her over was beyond me. 
“Well,” Raven took my phone and tossed it away, “no more work on my time. When you’re with me, you’re with me.”
“You’re still one of my clients,” I reminded her. 
“During work hours, yes,” she said. “But no checking out my porch post-dates.”
“Honey, I will keep checking out that porch until it’s fixed,” I told her with a grin. “And that’s purely self-preservation. I’m one bad step away from meeting the bear living under there.”
“See! Told you a bear could fit under there.” Her lips brushed my shoulder, and her hand smoothed down my stomach. I bit back a moan. The way she draped over my body already had me at half-mast, but fuck, when she touched me like that. There was no hiding the tent I was pitching under the blanket. If she noticed, though, she said nothing about it. “But seriously, you can’t work as much as you do and not take care of yourself. So, when you’re with me, no more work unless you’re here to specifically work on my house. You can always tell me about your day, but I’ll steal your damn phone if I catch you doing work emails on my time.”
Bossy little thing. I loved that about her. 
“What if there’s an emergency?” I asked. Short of her flooded bathroom, I hadn’t dealt with a real emergency in a long time. Most of what I did could wait until working hours. Still, I liked that my clients knew they could get my help if they needed it. 
From the way she scrutinized me, I could tell she wasn’t impressed with my question. 
“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” Raven relented. Rolling, she took me with her as she settled down on her pillow. Her arms curled around me as she pulled me to her chest, placing my head right between those gorgeous fucking tits of hers. I went willingly, and I hugged her close. My body hummed with excitement, my cock throbbing with the expectation of what came next. “Just get some sleep, baby.”
Her fingers brushed through my hair, and her nails lightly scraped against my scalp.
“Honey,” I growled as I leaned back to playfully nip at her neck, “putting my head on your perfect tits won’t help me fall asleep.”
“Shush,” she chastised. “My legs are closed, and everything is off-limits until you’ve slept for a bit.”
“So responsible,” I muttered as I feigned my annoyance. In reality, I appreciated her attentiveness and desire to take care of me. I kissed her once before letting her guide my head back to the softness of her chest. I curled my body around hers and enjoyed the comfort she offered.
“You can fuck me senseless tomorrow.”
“Damn straight I will,” I growled. I bit her sweet skin once more, hard enough to elicit a groan from her. The feel of her skin between my teeth drove me wild and threatened to shatter what hold I had on not taking her right there. I had to let go. 
The way her thighs squeezed together wasn’t lost on me, something I’d act on in the morning. I nuzzled into her and inhaled deeply, letting the intoxicating scent of sweet orange and vanilla lull me back to sleep. 
[image: image-placeholder]My alarm never went off. I groaned at the realization. It was bright at hell outside, which meant I’d overslept. I had no real desire to get out of bed, other than to find the sexy blonde missing from her blanket nest. We needed to work on getting her a bed. I made a mental note to talk to Miles about her paint order. The fact she had primer but no paint was an issue. One my back was paying for as I lay there. 
Monday morning. I had work I needed to do and pack business I needed to attend to after that. All of it paled in comparison to how I just wanted to take Raven up on her offer to spend the day with her instead. That plan sounded much better. 
The house was quiet as I pulled on my jeans, not bothering with anything else. My phone and shirt were nowhere to be seen. The first one bothered me more because I couldn’t remember where I’d put it. 
Raven was in the kitchen quietly humming a country song as she leaned over the stove. Her long legs were naked as she wore only my dress shirt, and how her ass wiggled with the music gave me glimpses of lace panties whenever the shirt rode up over the curve of her hip. I groaned with appreciation, my cock stiffening against the zipper of my jeans. 
What a fucking sight to wake up to.
She glanced up, and her gorgeous face broke into that smile that could take me out by the knees. As she turned toward me, I realized she was wearing only my shirt closed by one button with those lacy things covering practically nothing. The swells of her tits peeked out, perfectly teasing me while revealing not nearly enough for my liking. Her creamy skin contrasted perfectly against the blue of my shirt—complete with a peppered display of fresh bruises that trailed down her chest, stomach, and inner thighs. As if the ache in my cock wasn’t uncomfortable enough. The sight of my teeth marking her skin made my blood run hot, sending a roaring need rolling through me. I wanted to get my hands on her all over again, to kiss and lick every single fucking mark on her body. A deep growl vibrated in my throat. 
Damn it. How the hell was I supposed to go to work when she stood there looking like that?
“I didn’t wake you, did I?” Raven asked. Standing on her tiptoes, she slid her arms around my neck. 
“No.” I shook my head. I took every chance to kiss her, keeping them brief between sentences. “Looking like that, I wish you had.”
“I’ll give it back, I swear.”
“It looks better on you anyway,” I told her. Brushing my mouth softly over her skin, I traced the line of her jaw and swept my tongue down the length of her neck. “How long have you been up?” 
“A while,” she admitted. Her breath came faster as my teeth grazed her skin. I ran my hands over my shirt, pausing to roll my thumbs over her nipples as they hardened under my attention. “I went for a run into town. Don’t worry! I ran on the road, and the sun was already up. 
“Good girl,” I whispered. At least she took my request seriously. “What’d you need in town?” 
“You said you drink instant coffee.” She gestured to three jars of instant coffee powder on the counter next to a carton of eggs. “I know you’re a creature of habit, so I wanted to have them waiting for you. They had three different ones, and I thought it’d be weird if I asked the checkout guy if he knew what one you drank, so I just got them all. And eggs are good protein since you’ll be doing some work today. I also grabbed your change of clothes from your truck so you don’t have to go outside to get them.”
My heart damn near doubled in size with her words. This woman was too damn good for me. I cradled her face in my hands, kissing her repeatedly. 
“What time is it?” I asked, curious as to just how much time I had with her before I had to go be a responsible person. 
“Just after ten-thirty,” she said. Fuck. I never slept in. I was behind. When I started to pull back, Raven took my hands in hers and kept me there. “You’re fine. I talked to Mrs. Hart. You have to be there somewhere between eleven and one. Henry needs you to stop by between two and four. His chickens got out. Something about his chicken coop has a broken wall. He offered to pick up the materials, and I told him that’d be great.”
My heart sped up at the information she gave me. 
“Raven—”
“As far as anyone knows, I’m helping Nolan and your brothers get you back on your feet because it fills some of my downtime when I’m at the shop,” she interrupted. “Ginny will have lunch ready for you to grab at the shop after you’re done with Mrs. Hart.”
“I don’t need you running my business,” I told her. The last thing I wanted was for her to feel like I needed her to do my job for me. 
“Well, I’m not offering.” Raven shrugged flippantly. “I dealt with your clients today so you could sleep. You also have a very needy client who would like you to help her bang out a project before your family plans tonight. You can come see her after you’re done with Henry.” 
“How needy?” I replied as she grinned with a hint of trouble in those whiskey eyes. 
“So very needy,” she whispered, leaning in to kiss my chest. My skin tingled under the gentle contact. She wasn’t the only needy one. The things this woman did to me just by existing. “Unless you don’t feel like it.” 
I hauled her body against mine. Arm locked around her waist, I rotated and pinned her against the fridge. I lifted her until she teetered on her tiptoes, enjoying the little gasp it pulled out of her. Taking her hand, I placed it over the front of my jeans. 
“Do you feel what you do to me?” I asked with a growl against her neck. Her pulse thrummed rapidly under my lips, and the scent of her arousal drove me wild as my senses opened up to her, touching a primal part of me. She moaned as I rocked slowly, pressing my throbbing cock into her palm. Her fingers tightened, and she stroked me. “This is all for you, honey.”
Reaching around, I cupped that sexy ass of hers and dragged her hips hard against mine. Her grip was frantic through my jeans, and the sounds falling off her lips as I licked the slender column of her neck slid like liquid heat down my spine. I kissed her and drove my tongue through her lips, wanting more of her. 
Her hands fumbled to open my jeans while she kissed me back fiercely. Her teeth nipped at my lower lip. As soon as she had my pants open, her fingers curled around my cock, gliding up and down. I jerked forward involuntarily. Her grip on me tightened, and her pace picked up. 
Screw getting to my first appointment early. 
“Fuck it,” I muttered into her mouth. There was no way in hell I was leaving before I fucked her all over again. “I’m going to be late.”
My fingers tangled in her hair, and I yanked her head to the side. I sank my teeth into her neck, long enough to enjoy the full body shudder it incited but not enough to leave a permanent mark as she’d asked. 
“Fuck me, Declan,” Raven gasped. Her body wiggled with anticipation. In one swift motion, I ripped the button off my shirt for a chance to touch her. I ran my hands over her naked skin with appreciation. This woman… I sure as hell hoped she knew just how perfect she was. If not, I’d spend every minute I could showing her. 
“I like you like this,” I murmured in her ear. I gripped her hips tight and thrust into her fist. Nipping at her jawline between words, I whispered, “My girl desperate for my cock… tell me, just how bad do you want me inside you, honey?” 
“Please,” she begged softly. “Please, fuck me right here.” 
I smirked. I did tell her I’d put her against a wall and get on my knees for her. The fridge was as good an option as a wall.
Getting to my knees, I traced the lines of her tattoo with my tongue and pressed gentle kisses to the bruises on her chest. Her back arched as I pulled her nipple into my mouth and swirled my tongue around the hard bud while kneading her other tit. With my teeth and tongue, I teased her and enjoyed the desperate sounds she made. Nothing quite beat the whimpering moan she let out as I switched sides. 
God, I loved that she wanted it so bad that she was impatient for it. It only made me want to draw it out more. To rile her up until she couldn’t contain herself and see what she did. Granted, I wasn’t sure I had the restraint for that.
“I told you I’d get on my knees for you,” I reminded her as I kissed her soft stomach. Hooking my fingers in her panties, I dragged them down. I tossed one leg over my shoulder with a grin. Her fingers combed through my hair, and she bit her bottom lip as I stared up at her. 
I buried my face in her sweet cunt and inhaled deep. She was intoxicating—a drug that aroused even the wolf deep in me. I dragged my tongue through her, lapping up her delicious taste. 
“Oh… oh…” she managed to get out while her fingers tightened in my hair. I circled her swollen clit in slow passes and reveled in how her face changed with every sweep of my tongue. Her thighs trembled, her chest rose quickly with heavy pants, and her hands tugged on my hair to push my face deeper. Watching her responses turned me the fuck on in a way I’d never experienced. My cock throbbed, aching to be in her. Grabbing her ass, I tilted her hips and drove my tongue into her. “Declan…”
“Tell me what you want,” I ordered gruffly into her wetness. I nipped on her clit, and she gasped. Her hips rolled against my face. I wanted more of that. I wanted her so fucking lost in it that she rode my face right there. I did it again, enjoying the cry it drew out of her. “Tell me what you want, honey, and I’ll give it to you.” 
Eyes glazed over with pleasure, she stared down at me as she chewed on her lower lip. The woman’s hesitancy to ask for what she wanted was one I intended to break her of. I wanted her every dirty thought, every need, every want. I planned to worship the ground she walked on. 
“Stroke yourself,’ Raven whispered. That request was unexpected.
“Anything you want.” I leaned back to give her a better view, never moving from my knees. I ran one hand through her and coated my fingers with her wetness. The absolute look of pure lust on her face damn near did me in as she watched me wrap my soaked fingers around my shaft. I stroked lightly in languid movements. With my free hand, I pressed my thumb to her clit and rotated at a pace to match my own. “Is this what you like? Do you like me on my knees for you? Touching myself for you?” 
“Yes… yes…” she practically chanted. Driven by her own needs, she drew my face back to her wet center. I obliged happily and nearly attacked her with my tongue. Her moans drove me wild. I fisted my cock harder, fucking myself in tandem with the way she ground her hips against my face. A molten heat built at the base of my spine, twisting and building with each stroke. 
“Fuck, Raven, I need you to come, honey. I need to be in here.” I thrust two fingers inside her, curling them against that spot I knew would make her come apart. Her head fell back against the fridge with a thunk, and her legs trembled. Her muscles spasmed and sucked my fingers further into her heat.
“I need…” Her hands clawed at my shoulders, desperately pulling me to my feet. “Now, baby!”
I tried to steady her as I propped her against the fridge, but she was having none of it. She kissed every inch of my chest she could while her nails dragged down my sides and rib cage. The growl that came out of me was full of desire and frustration as I rushed through rolling on a condom. 
Damn, this woman made my head spin. I couldn’t get it on fast enough. When I did, I grabbed the back of her thighs and lifted her off the floor. Her legs locked around my hips as I pinned her to the fridge. As much as I wanted to, I didn’t drive into her. With what little self-control I had, I teased her. I slid through her wetness and enjoyed the whines of protest she let out. 
“You need what?” I asked, my lips brushing against her ear. “Tell me what you need, Raven.”
“I need you.” 
“Need me… to what, honey?” I prompted. I pressed my cock to her entrance, entering barely an inch and holding. She tried to shift and push me in further, but I held her away enough to keep her from doing so. Her body trembled, and she groaned. “Use your words. Tell me what my girl needs.”
“I need your dick inside me, baby,” she murmured and dragged my face to hers, kissing me hard. “Fuck me. Please, for the love of all things holy, fuck me.”
The words were barely out of her mouth before I drove my cock inside her with a powerful thrust. Her loud cries filled the kitchen as I bottomed out. I found a steady rhythm. In and out, fast and hard. She pulled my hair, moaned into my mouth, and held me deep inside her as her heels dug into my ass. 
We were panting. Our skin was slick with sweat. Papers fluttered off the top of the fridge as it banged against the wall. It was hot and heavy, messy and full of need. 
“Fuck,” I let out with a grunt when her muscles began to spasm around my length. “Give it to me, honey. Come all over my cock.” 
“Declan… Declan… Declan…” The way my name fell off those sexy lips broke the last bit of self-control I had. I thrust into her wildly and sunk my teeth into her shoulder. Her screams echoed off the ceiling, and her body rippled strongly around my dick as she came. Nails dug into my back as she clawed at me, dragging me as close as possible. I came hard in a rush of heat deep in my core. Burying myself inside her, my cock jerked with my release. 
A groan built in my throat as I rested my head in the curve of her neck. I inhaled her scent over and over, letting the sweet orange and vanilla carry me higher. How she smelled so damn fantastic no matter what fascinated me, but I loved it. I craved it. 
Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and her legs went limp around my hips. She ran her fingers in comforting trails over my shoulders and up through my hair. 
“Is this what I get every time I help you out?” Raven asked with a breathy giggle, making me laugh. I leaned back and kissed her softly. 
“Was it a sufficient enough thank you? Or does my girl need one more?” 
“Yeah,” she replied as she smiled uncontrollably. “No. I mean, yes, it was more than enough, and God, I can’t handle anymore of you.”
“I sure as hell hope you don’t mean that.” I flexed my hips, pushing her back into the fridge. 
“Now!” she squealed. “Now! I can’t handle more now!”
“Good. I’m going to set you down and go clean up,” I said as I eased out of her. 
“Oh… but I have no legs,” she whispered. Those whiskey eyes widened as she glanced down. “You melted them. See? Noodles!”
She wiggled her legs as if it helped anything. It didn’t. Instead, my cock came back to life with a mind of its own as her wet cunt slid against me all over again. Her eyes went impossibly wider when she caught sight of it.
“Can you go again?” she asked with surprise. I kissed her chastely. 
“Not if I want to make sure Mrs. Hart is taken care of,” I told her. “I’m also out of condoms.”
“But you could if you didn’t have all that going on?” 
“Sometimes,” I said honestly. I set her down carefully, holding her waist as her knees wobbled slightly. Job well done if I did say so myself. I brushed a brief kiss to her hairline and started across the house. I paused on my way to stare at the living room. The tarps were tossed to the side and the walls were white—correction, half white. “Honey, why are only half the walls primed?”
“Because I’m too short to reach the top half or the ceilings,” she replied flippantly. 
“You realize I can paint your walls, right?” I asked. To clarify that I wasn’t just offering since we were dating, I added, “Repairs by Byrne covers a bit of everything, including painting.”
“Work brain, baby!” she called after me as I headed to the bathroom. I smiled, feeling miles high. Not a damn thing could bring me down. 




CHAPTER 52
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DECLAN
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I was an unfocused man, and a certain chaotic blonde was to blame. Rather, the dirty text messages she kept sending me all day long were. I’d managed to run over to Raven’s house between fixing Henry’s chicken coop and the pack meeting. A quick fuck with her wasn’t nearly as satisfying as it should’ve been. I wanted nothing more than to stay put. 
Having to lie to her about where I was going only made me feel worse. The thoughts of how she’d react if she knew what I was were all-consuming as I slid into my jeans. The house was in full gear with campfires going, food cooking both inside and out, and people everywhere. Kids played and wolves milled about doing their own thing. 
I loved this place. I’d grown up in this place. The feeling of family was strong here. It was etched into every part of me. I wanted to share that with her. I wanted her to love it and feel the love as much as I did. I just wasn’t sure if it was possible. 
I felt like a fucking yo-yo yanked back and forth in the most agonizing way. When I was with her, it was perfect. She was easy and fun. Her chaos attracted me. Everything wild about her sang to the sedated calm I’d become accustomed to over the years. It fueled something foreign inside of me. Something I wanted to explore. It scared me, but I wanted to. I felt alive with her. The connection between us had built fast and intense, but fuck me, if I didn’t want to lean into it hard despite how short a time we’d known each other. Why the hell was time such a big deal anyway? My heart seemed to have it all figured out. 
But when we were apart? When we were apart, my brain took a sledgehammer named reality to my heart. All the questions that her presence deemed unimportant rushed up on me all over again. It was an exhausting dance to be stuck in. How long could I keep it up?
“You’re brooding today.” Maggie’s light voice drew me out of my thoughts. I glanced over but quickly diverted my gaze. She was head-to-toe naked after coming in off a run as she rummaged through her cubby for clothes. “Are we shy now?” 
“No,” I answered carefully, “but we’re not together either. It’s not appropriate.” 
“Please,” she scoffed. “It’s nothing you haven’t seen.”
True or not, I refused to look. It wasn’t appropriate despite being a part of who we were as wolves. That was a boundary I couldn’t cross with Maggie. Grabbing my shirt, I walked away and followed the porch toward the back lawn. I found Sam on the steps with an unlit cigarette between his lips and a grumpy expression on his face. 
“Mom yelled at you about trying to smoke back here, didn’t she?” I guessed as I joined him. I leaned back against a pillar, stretching my legs out and getting comfortable. 
“We have half a dozen fucking fires going,” Sam muttered. “What’s wrong with adding one more smoke-inducing object to the mix? How was the date?” 
“She picked out ax-throwing,” I said with a grin as his head tipped back in laughter. 
“That woman has a fucking sense of humor!”
“Oh, it gets better,” I told him, my cheeks damn near hurting from my widening smile. “She took me to some fucking cheese bar afterward.”
“She got you to eat cheese?” Sam exclaimed. “That woman’s fucking magic.”
“To be fair, some of it wasn’t half-bad,” I admitted. “Not enough to make me go out of my way to eat it, but the real thing isn’t half bad.”
“Better than the powder shit Finn used to eat out of the mac n’ cheese boxes,” he scoffed. 
“Fuck, I forgot about that.” I laughed. “Didn’t he fucking snort that shit at one point?”
“Fucking kid—”
A loud howl and a hell of a commotion rose across the lawn. I turned in time to see Lucas bolting across the grass in full wolf form with Nolan hot on his tail. The two bounded through the crowd. As soon as he had an opening, Nolan launched at Lucas and tackled him hard. The two rolled with loud whines and yelps. They were a mess of teeth and paws as they wrestled one another playfully. 
My wolf nudged at me, itching to run across the lawn and teach them a thing or two. Nolan may have been big, but I held my own damn well with them. 
“Boys!” Mom snapped loudly from behind us, making Sam and I jump with surprise. The woman was fucking quiet when she wanted to be. Annoyance etched her face as she stared down my brothers. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
In a flash, Nolan and Lucas shifted and landed on their feet. 
“He started it!” Lucas protested immediately, pointing to Nolan. 
“No, I finished it! You started it!” Nolan retorted, breathless. A moment passed between them as they stared at each other before they broke down in a fit of laughter. 
“Put some pants on!” she scolded. “We have a meeting to start!”
“We’re dressed,” Sam commented with a cheeky smile as he glanced up at her. 
“I’m still not letting you smoke on the lawn,” Mom told him. She rolled her eyes and went back into the house. Over her shoulder, she called, “Ten minutes, boys, and then we need to get this meeting started. No more stalling.” 
Ah, yes, stalling. I’d grown fond of stalling. I knew the meeting would be full of tension and stress. Just thinking about it made my chest ache. 
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It was everything else that came to head. Worries came to the surface loudly. 
If an upcoming leader in their pack was being attacked, what would stop this wolf from attacking them? Was the town safe? Were they safe? 
Nolan’s belief that the wolf was a Wild One helped nothing. If anything it made it worse. Distrust and frustration turned the mood as everyone began to wonder who would be so bold as to change a human without consent. As far as we could tell, though, no one had. But that wasn’t a reassuring enough answer either. 
We discussed safe habits, self-imposed curfews, and what to do if they saw the wolf. We heavily implied no more traveling alone and relying on large pack runs rather than alone time. It didn’t go over well. I got that part. Most of us used solo runs to satiate our wolves. For as much as we were pack-oriented creatures, most of us also craved independence. Hell, it wasn’t uncommon for pack members to disappear in the woods for hours to days at a time if they needed it. The woods of Cedar Harbor offered a level of sanctuary for us where we could do just that if we needed. 
The pack wasn’t happy. They were scared. They were worried. And fuck, they were angry. To their credit, I was there with them. Not that I said that out loud. My shoulder had been damn near ripped off by the wolf, yet I still didn’t have answers. For all the shit I felt, I had nothing to add to the meeting. I sat in a storm of my own emotions and thoughts as I waited for everything to be over. 
When it was, there was no going back. Some stayed for food and conversation. Others left in groups to head back into town. I stayed on the steps with my head in my hands, processing everything. I leaned into my wolf’s hearing to track conversations across the lawn. It was invasive, but I didn’t care. It was better to know what they were thinking than to guess. Though, nothing I heard was anything more than quiet discussions between pack members to work through the shock and fear.
“Are you okay?” Mom asked softly. She eased down on the steps next to me, and I glanced at her briefly before returning my head to my hands. “Don’t forget I know when you’re lying.”
“I’m fine, I promise.” I sighed heavily. “It’s just… hard. Hearing all the questions and not having answers. I hate that part. That’s all.”
“It won’t get any easier,” she said. “But you’re not alone. You can’t let the worries eat you up, sweetheart. You have to let them go and let yourself breathe.”
What I needed was a safe space… somewhere I could let go of the stress. I smiled to myself as her voice floated through my mind, both scolding and comforting at the same time. 
“What’s that face for?” Mom’s shoulder bumped gently into mine. 
“Nothing. Just… she said something similar to me last night.” I avoided her name in case anyone overheard us. The fewer details they had, the better until I was ready. “And she talked about making me a worry tree. It involved Easter eggs on a tree.”
“I like her,” she announced as if I didn’t already know. “I like her for you.”
“Yeah, I do too,” I whispered. My gaze drifted over the lawn, landing on nothing in particular. 
“All right, you’re doing that thing,”  Mom said. “What’s wrong?” 
“What thing?” I demanded, frowning. 
“You overthink the simple things,” she told me. “You’ve always done it. What’s going on in that head of yours?”
“It’s nothing,” I started to say but paused at the look she gave me. I shuddered. Fuck, that look still got me even as an adult. I blew out a long breath as I stalled, trying to think of the best way to word what I wanted to say. I settled with, “You already know it all. We’ve had these conversations before.”
“Well, then we need to have them again. If it’s still bothering you, there’s nothing wrong with talking things out until you feel better.” 
Her rationale was irksome because I knew she was right. Granted, Mom always was, and she knew it too. 
“I just get in my head when I’m away from her,” I whispered. I refused to look at her as I talked. Doing so made it a little easier. “I know you’re going to tell me I need to be happy for me and all that—I hear you. It’s just hard. When I’m with her, it’s not even a thought in my head. Being around her feels… good. It doesn’t feel complicated. But as soon as I’m not, I just can’t stop myself from thinking about what happens if the pack doesn’t let me tell her. What happens if she doesn’t accept me? The woman doesn’t like dogs, so how can she accept me? What if she does, but the pack doesn’t accept her if…”
I couldn’t say the word marry out loud. It was too soon to be thinking those thoughts. I just wanted to absorb every possible minute I could with her. I just knew I wasn’t dating to date. I had a window. Marriage had to be a thought in my head. 
Marriage was the endgame.
“Am I just setting myself up for heartbreak here?” I asked quietly. 
“There are humans involved with the pack, sweetheart,” Mom reminded me. And there were. A handful who had been carefully vetted before being brought into the fold. 
“But never a Byrne,” I said. “Well, just one.”
“Just one,” she agreed. Her lips came together tight as she nodded slowly. The seriousness in her expression was the opposite of what I expected. “I can’t tell you what to do, Declan. This is your life, your future.”
“And the packs—”
“Your future,” Mom reiterated over me. “You have to do what makes you happy, which I keep telling you. Dating anyone—human or wolf—comes with risks.”
“The risks are really fucking high here,” I muttered. 
“Language,” she chastised. “There’s only one thing at risk here.”
“How do you figure?” 
“Your happiness is the only thing you’re risking here,” she said. “Say whatever you want about her, but she makes you happy. I could see it at the bookstore. I can see it in your face now. You wouldn’t struggle so much if you didn’t. The only thing you’re risking by picking her is your own happiness. Would you rather spend your life miserable with a wolf or happy with a human?”
See? Always right. I exhaled heavily and leaned back on my palms. I stared up into the dark sky as I mulled it over. 
Miserable with a wolf, or happy with a human…
It was a loaded statement. One I wanted to say I knew the answer to. I just couldn’t commit to it. My pack was so ingrained in every part of me. I didn’t know how to put myself above them. Fuck if it wouldn’t be easier if I knew how to be selfish without feeling like a piece of shit for doing so. 
“Take Wednesday off, Declan,” Mom said, patting my knee. “It sounds like it’d do you good.” 
“I can’t this week,” I replied. “I have to catch up on all the work I missed last week.”
She sighed. Something like sadness crossed over her face as she stood. She ruffled my hair and dropped a kiss on the top of my head. 
“You’re a good man, sweetheart,” she told me quietly. It sure as hell didn’t feel like praise. It felt a lot like a bad thing, like she wasn't happy with it but wouldn’t fight me on it either.  
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Yet, it felt different. Ominous in a way. 
My wolf was on edge, thrilled to be running but wary of the dangers. My fur bristled in the wind as the five of us ran in close formation through the woods. I tried to fall back and take up the rear, but my brothers seemed to have unanimously decided without me that I had to be stuck in the middle of them. 
It was for my protection, but it annoyed me. 
‘One more loop, and we’ll be good to go,’ Nolan huffed out. 
‘I’m making pancakes after this,’ Finn commented. ‘Does anyone else want any?’
‘Mom made me promise I’d escort Declan home and take a picture’ Sam said. ‘But I could eat some pancakes after.’ 
‘Same,’ Lucas agreed. 
‘Am I not allowed pancakes?’ I demanded.
‘No. A proper gentleman leaves a lady at her front door and never invites her back to his place for pancakes,’ Sam teased. If I could’ve scowled, I would’ve. Instead, I nipped at his hind leg, yanking fur as I did. He snarled, rounding on me fast and lunging. We toppled over one another and through the dirt. As soon as I saw my opening, I slammed him into the ground and promptly sat on his face. He exclaimed, ‘Get your ass off my face!’
‘You think he’d learn by now,’ Finn said while he and the others settled on the forest floor for a mini break. They watched Sam struggle to get out from under me—an angry mess of snarls and growls—but I was bigger. 
‘Declan won’t fight, but his power move is he’ll sit on your face. You know this,’ Nolan reminded Sam, though amusement filled his voice. ‘When are you going to stop tackling him?’
‘I’m going to win one of these days!’ Sam shot back. My tail beat against the ground. ‘Stop wagging your tail, you asshole, and let me up!’
‘Say I’m the better wolf and I will,’ I offered. 
‘Not a chance in hell!’
‘Then I’m not moving,’ I said. I remained where I was and refused to move until he caved. We’d been doing this since we were teens, and I’d always come out on top. I wasn’t about to quit now. 
‘What was that?’ Nolan asked as he rushed to stand. The entire mood changed with his words. I stepped off Sam while Nolan padded several feet away from us. My heart pounded hard in my ears, and my nerves burst to life with the memory of what’d happened the last time we were out here. Hackles raised, I followed my brothers through the underbrush.
No fast movements. 
No loud noises. 
Don’t give away our position. 
The words jutted through my mind on repeat, chipping away at my ability to hold still. My body vibrated with anxiety. 
Where would the attack come from?
Who would the wolf go for first?
A deep growl built in my throat as my whole body tensed until my muscles ached. 
A flash of white passed in front of us, sticking to the beaten path, and I bared my teeth. 
‘Don’t attack, Declan!’ Nolan practically shouted in my head as I coiled tight. 
‘Why not?’ I snarled. 
‘Because it’s Raven,’ Lucas said. 
‘What?’ That snapped me out of it. All the tension in my body vanished, replaced by fear. What the hell was she doing running in the woods? I thought I’d made it clear she shouldn’t. 
‘Why is she running at this time of night?’ Finn asked. ‘Didn’t you tell her how dangerous the woods are at night?’
I didn’t respond. I didn’t have an answer. Instead, I took off in the direction Raven had gone, wanting to see for myself. 
Sure enough, a white sports bra and white shorts clung to her body and made her a moving target as she ran hard along the path. She had headphones on with music blaring loud enough for even me to hear. My blood boiled with anger as I followed her from the shadows and kept an eye on her surroundings for her. Clearly, my warning about the woods had gone in one ear and out the other. 
‘Are we taking your girlfriend for a run?’ Sam demanded, pulling up alongside me. 
‘You can go home,’ I snapped. None of them needed to be there as I did my best to keep her safe. Fuck, I was mad at her, especially because I couldn’t bring it up to her. I had no explanation for how I knew she’d disregarded my request. 
‘We’re not leaving you alone in the woods. Either of you,’ Finn retorted. ‘It’s not safe. Shit! She runs fast.’ 
She really did. She ran like she was running for her life, not going for a comfortable jog. 
‘Who the hell goes running this late at night?’ Lucas huffed out. 
I didn’t have an answer. I just kept running after her. My brothers fired off questions, but I tuned them out. Whatever this was, I had no idea what was going on. In between shadows, I studied Raven’s face. Her brows were drawn tight, and her cheeks were flushed. Tears rolled down her face uncontrollably. The faster they fell, the harder she pushed herself. 
My anger dissipated with her angst. Worry and regret ebbed their way through me. I desperately wanted to dart out and shift, to wrap her up in my arms and ask her what was wrong. At the end of the day, she couldn’t know I knew. 
She came to an abrupt stop and folded over. Hands on her knees, her gasps for air were broken by painful-sounding sobs. I settled down on the ground with a tiny whine as I felt utterly helpless. 
‘This feels invasive,’ Nolan said. 
‘Do you know what’s wrong?’ Sam asked. He flopped down beside me, breathing hard. Fuck, she’s fast. 
I didn’t engage them in conversation, letting their voices fade away while I focused on Raven. She took out her phone and dragged the headphones off. I hoped to hell she wasn’t trying to call me because I was probably the one person in her life who wouldn’t answer. 
“Mom?” she said into the phone, her voice trembling. Her sobs grew more intense as she tried to talk. “Mom… it’s happening again. I don’t… I don’t know what to do.” 
I listened quietly. Every word gutted me little by little as she cried. 
“Bad. Can Dad… can he send that clinic again? Please? I promise I’ll call,” she whispered, sitting down in the dirt. My heart lodged in my throat at the mention of a clinic. What kind of clinic? Her comments about being a medically fragile child came back to me, but she’d said she was fine. Her words jumbled together the longer the conversation carried on. “Did I make a mistake? Yeah… no… no, I can’t. I can’t tell him.”
That killed me. I wanted her to tell me. I wanted her to feel like she could come to me no matter what she had to deal with. 
“He doesn’t deserve my mess,” Raven scoffed. She wiped her cheeks furiously. “I should just end it…I should’ve never come here. I should’ve gone home…”
Well, fuck. What was I supposed to do about that?
She didn’t want to be here. Did she even want to be with me? 
Ears flattening to my skull, I laid my head down on my paws. Lucas settled next to me and pressed hard into my side without a sound. Sam pushed in hard until I was sandwiched tightly between them. 
‘Incoming dog pile!’ Finn announced so loud that his voice cut through my thoughts. I was only briefly aware of the loud complaints from Lucas and Sam as he clambered on my back with Nolan right behind him. I didn’t move. I appreciated the sentiment of support in a way only our wolves were capable of. 
‘It’ll be okay,’ Lucas told me softly, his head resting next to mine. I didn’t reply. 
Unmoving under the cover of trees, I watched my girl fall apart, completely helpless to fix a situation I supposedly knew nothing about.
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My blankets were wet. 
Why the hell were my blankets wet?
I shot upright with a start, disoriented and confused. The soft melody of nature greeted me—that definitely wasn’t my bedroom. Blades of damp grass twisted in my fingers as I balled my fists in distress. It was ungodly dark out.
“Oh, no, no, no,” I let out pathetically. Scrambling to my feet, I did a quick turn to catch my bearings. 
I wasn’t in my house. 
I wasn’t even in my yard. 
I could see my house with the backdoor wide open and half the lights on. Naked, wet, and dirty, I stood in my neighbor’s yard. Thankfully, he was old enough to not be up so late. Wrapping my arms over my chest like it’d preserve what bit of dignity I had left, I hurried across both lawns. My porch whined angrily as I stomped up the steps and straight inside. Slamming my door, I sagged against it in a fit of tears. I couldn’t decide what was worse: waking up on my neighbor’s lawn or falling off my pier. 
My house was suddenly too small. The walls closed in around me as panic began to settle in my chest. I needed to get out. I couldn’t stay, and I knew I wouldn’t sleep. 
A run would do me good. I didn’t care how late it was. I needed to wear myself down and rid of the feelings surging through my body in violent waves.
[image: image-placeholder]I sprinted through the forest. I didn’t care that it was the middle of the night or that it was impossibly dark out. My feet pounded hard on the ground with every step. Music blasted in my ears, but it didn’t drown out the thoughts in my head. My face scrunched together but that didn’t stop the tears. I couldn’t stop them. I was a furious mess of anger, frustration, and fear. I felt stuck between what I wanted and what was realistically possible. 
It wasn’t fair. 
I didn’t want to feel like I needed someone around all the time just to make sure something didn’t happen. 
I didn’t need a babysitter. 
I pushed myself harder. I ran faster than I’d ever run before. It wasn’t sustainable, but I didn’t care. I needed somewhere to funnel the energy. 
I was panting, and my heart raced. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t keep going. Emotions swirled violently inside me. I came to an abrupt halt and folded over, hands on my knees as breathing became too difficult. My chest throbbed painfully. Every sob tore through me harder than the last. I struggled to pull out my phone from the tiny pocket at the base of my spine. Whoever thought that was a good place to put a phone pocket was a moron. My hands trembled as I called the only person I wanted to talk to. The only person I needed here with me.
“Hi, baby bird!” Mom greeted breathlessly. Her voice was cheerful as always, igniting a pang of awful guilt for even calling her. “You’re calling late—”
“Mom?” I whispered through tears. 
“Raven. Raven, sweetheart, what’s wrong?” Her good mood vanished. “Talk to me, baby bird. What happened?” 
“Mom… it’s happening again.” My voice broke, thick with emotion as tears fell faster. “I don’t… I don’t know what to do.”
“Take a deep breath, Raven,” she said gently. I tried but only succeeded in making myself cry harder. “How bad is it right now?”
“Bad,” I told her. Pathetically, I dropped the forest floor. Was it a horrible idea to do so while wearing white? Yeah, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to cry and talk to my mom. “Can Dad… can he send that clinic again? Please? I promise I’ll call.”
“Of course, he will,” Mom replied. “I’ll have him do it first thing in the morning when he wakes up. He won’t be happy. He worries about you out there all by yourself. We both do.”
“Did I make a mistake?” I asked. If she said yes, I wasn’t sure what I’d do. 
“A mistake?” she repeated quietly. “Oh, no, baby bird. I don’t think you made a mistake. I think you just wanted this so bad you didn’t think it through, you know?”
“Yeah…” 
“What about this handyman? The one you’re dating. Can you tell him? Get him to help you until you can get situated with new doctors?”
“No,” I said all too quickly. God, I couldn’t imagine telling Declan. We weren’t in a place where that was an option. “No, I can’t. I can’t tell him.” 
“Baby bird, I know you’re sensitive about what you’re going through,” Mom began, and I groaned. “You’ve always been, and I get it. It’s uncommon, and I know it puts you in some compromising situations. But, Raven, you’re alone in the woods.”
I glanced around me, the irony of her words not lost on me, even though she had no idea where I sat. The trees were thick and dark. Anything could’ve been out there, and I wouldn’t have known. I should’ve listened to Declan and stuck to the road. 
“If he’s as kind and gentle as you say, let him help with this. Let him be a part of this.”
God, he was a good man. He was a ridiculously good man who had spent his whole life taking care of people. He didn’t need to be taking care of me too. 
“He doesn’t deserve my mess,” I scoffed. I rubbed my cheeks angrily, swiping away more tears. “I should just end it.”
“Do you want to end it?” Mom asked.  “Or are you just feeling emotional with everything going on? It’s okay if you are, but, baby bird, don’t make decisions based on spur-of-the-moment emotions.”
“I should’ve never come here. I should’ve gone home,” I admitted. Maybe a part of me believed that, even if I was emotional. Or maybe I was throwing myself a pity party.
Another wave of heavy emotions rolled through me, and a sob ripped through my throat. I rested my head on my knees and threw myself a goddamn pity party in the middle of the woods while my mom comforted me as best she could. 
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“I took the morning off,” Declan said when I opened my door. I stared at him, blinking hard against the sunlight shining off his back. A smile lit up his handsome face, and he held a carrier of coffee. As always, he wore flannel and the good jeans. Though the flannel was blue. Admittedly, while I liked him in the red, the blue did something sinfully incredible to his eyes. 
No man should look that good so early in the goddamn morning.
“What?” I whispered, confused. He wasn’t supposed to work on my house until later in the week, and I didn’t anticipate seeing him for another day or two with his work schedule. 
“I took the morning off,” he repeated in a quieter voice. The smile faded somewhat. “I thought we could get out of town for a few hours. Go for a drive, maybe get a late breakfast—”
I cut him off by walking straight into him, wrapping my arms around his waist and burying my face in his chest. Breathing in deeply, I let the comforting aroma of the woods envelop me. One arm wrapped around my shoulders and held me extra tight as if making up for the fact that the other was occupied. He kissed the crown of my head. 
“You okay?” he asked softly. 
“Long night,” I muttered into his chest. “I couldn’t sleep. I’m grumpy. I’m tired. I’m going to be a pain in the ass to be around.”
“I’m here for it.”
“I’m a mess, Declan,” I insisted. I squeezed my eyes shut as tears threatened to spill all over again. The last thing I wanted to do was cry in front of him. 
“I meant what I said, honey,” Declan replied. His arm tightened more. The man gave the best one-armed bear hugs on the planet. He was strong and soft all at the same time. Comfort and safety wrapped into one giant man. “You can’t scare me away. No matter how hard you try, I’m here for it all.” 
“Damn it,” I grumbled. I blinked back tears and blew out a shaky breath. “You always know the right thing to say.” 
“It makes up for the fact that I can almost guarantee I got your coffee order wrong.”
“I’ll forgive you.” I took a step back and wrapped my arms around my core as I stared up at him. That panty-melting smile returned while he smoothed my hair down and tucked several strands behind my ear. I knew I looked a mess with my paint-stained sweatshirt, bright pink leggings, and mismatched fluffy socks. After my run, I’d changed and crashed hard as the emotional exhaustion knocked me out. Sleep had been restless, and I knew exhaustion painted my face. Still, he looked at me like I was the most incredible thing he’d ever seen. The notion did something to me, tugging on my heartstrings and making my stomach flip. 
In the light of day, the pity party I’d thrown was off-kilter. I couldn’t give up this man. Could he handle all the baggage I came with? I had no idea. I wasn’t ready to throw that at him, but I wasn’t ready or willing to make that choice for him. We needed more time. 
I needed more time. 
“What’re you thinking?” Declan asked, and I realized I’d been staring at him in silence. 
“I need to change, but I’d like to spend the morning with you,” I said. He followed me inside while I went to get dressed. 
“You can go out like that,” he offered. Of course, he’d say that. Men. So many had such little understanding. 
“I’m not going out like this,” I retorted. “These leggings alone—”
“Make your ass look fucking fantastic,” he finished for me. I paused in the doorway to my room and glanced over my shoulder to see his eyes glued to my ass. When he caught me watching him, he shrugged with a grin, completely shameless. “What can I say? I like the leggings.”
“Maybe I’ll keep the leggings,” I said with a smile. I planned to keep the leggings. 
[image: image-placeholder]I kept the pink leggings on for him. The smile as I came back out of the bedroom was worth it. Everything else had to go. I traded the paint-stained sweatshirt for a long black sweater and opted for slip-ons. Basic mascara and a quick braid with a headband were about all I had in me. 
But sitting in his truck with the windows down while he sang country songs and laughed at lyrics made it worth it. The dead tired I felt didn’t seem to matter. It was just me and him, bright sunshine and a mossy breeze, and a long stretch of road in the woods. All the chaos and stress eating at me didn’t seem as hard to bear when we were like this.
“What are you thinking?” Declan asked, and I tore my gaze away from the tree line. I took a long moment to stare at him as he drove, taking in the strong lines of his jaw, how the sun glinted off the dark blues in his eyes, and the slight curve in his wide lips as he smiled. He was handsome, but it wasn’t just that part of him that made my stomach flutter. 
It was the way he, a man dedicated to his routine, took a morning off to take me for a drive and out to breakfast, even though I knew he was swamped.  It was the way his hand tightened on my thigh every time the truck moved through a winding turn as if he was protecting me. It was the way his entire expression softened when he glanced over at me. Those little things added up to be so much more than anything else. 
“I’m just happy right now,” I told him softly. And I meant it. 
“Good.” He brought my hand up to his lips in a quick kiss. “Are you feeling any better?” 
“I’m okay.” For now.
“You know, I meant it,” he said. “I’m here for all of it. Good, bad, ugly, and downright stupid. You don’t have to hold back. Promise.”
He said it with such conviction it made me wonder if he knew something he wasn’t saying aloud. Had someone seen me wake up in my neighbor’s yard? Or my own? That couldn’t be right. It’d be all over town if that had happened. I bit back a groan as the worry began to push its way back into the forefront of my mind. 
“I’m okay,” I reiterated with a forced smile. To drive the point home, I leaned across the console and kissed his cheek. “How were Henry’s chickens?” 
“His chickens are fine,” Declan replied. “The real problem is that Henry can’t tell the difference between a wolf and a fox. He has foxes getting in his coop but insists he’s got wolves. And also seems to forget I don’t work with animals.”
“Besides fixing chicken coops.”
“That’s working with wood and grates,” he countered. “I don’t do a damn thing with the chickens. Well, except fight with Missy.”
“Missy?” I raised a brow as he sighed a little dramatically. 
“Missy the chicken has this thing for me. I don’t know what the hell I did, but every time I’m there doing work this damn chicken is attached to my boot. She follows me everywhere,” Declan said. I laughed as I pictured a chicken following Declan around like his little shadow. 
“That’s adorable,” I told him. 
“It’s annoying is what it is,” he retorted. “Do you know what it’s like to try to hammer shit and have to fight a chicken so you don’t hit her?”
“No, but I really want to see it,” I said, my smile widening with every added detail he gave me. 
“Maybe I’ll take you with me one time. I’m sure Henry would love to see you again,” he stated. “All he did was talk about you while I was there.”
“Oh? All good things?”
“You made quite the impression on him. I may have also been reminded of just how single I am, of how single you are, and how I need to shoot my shot with someone as exotic as you,” he told me. 
“Exotic?” I repeated, making a face. “How am I exotic?”
“Word got around that you’re an artist,” Declan said. “But no one has the right story. He seems to think you’re this absolutely wild thing who traveled all of Europe to draw God only knows what. Naked men, secret parties, the works.”
“More like eating a shit ton of pasta and pastries,” I muttered. The laugh he gave was genuine. “What? I spent six weeks in Italy just eating food and going for runs so I could keep eating food! It was food, naps, runs, and more food. And the pastries in France? Liquid gold. I could be paid in French pastries and Italian pasta for the rest of my life and be just fine. I basically showed up there just to eat food.” 
“I feel like that wouldn’t go over so well when you went to pay your bills,” he commented.
“What else are people saying about me?” I asked. I tried to stay out of the town gossip as much as possible. Granted, I did enjoy Stacey’s rendition of everything. 
“Let’s see.” He licked his lips as he slowed the truck, turning onto a small inlet. It led to a dirt road that opened into a parking lot. We were the only ones there as he stopped and turned the truck off. He pushed his seat as far back in its track as possible before dragging me into his lap. I draped my legs over the middle console and settled comfortably against his chest, enjoying how he held me close. His hand ran a comfortable track up and down my spine as he spoke. “There’s a rumor that you’re a secret billionaire.”
“Well, that’s not too far off.”
“And that you bought out the whole town,” he continued. I frowned. That didn’t sound pleasant at all, even if I could. “There’s talks about all the big plans you have to renovate the town, to make it tourist friendly and help the local businesses. Everyone heard about you buying the storefront for Michael’s school program.”
“I’m not surprised.” Though, admittedly, the town rumors sparked some interest in the things I could do with my money to help Cedar Harbor flourish. 
“There’s a rumor you’re Sebastian Monroe’s secret mistress.”
“The guy who’s going to inherit the mill?” I asked. I didn’t mention Stacey’s attempt to hook me up with him. 
“That’s Sebastian Monroe Junior. Everyone thinks you’re his dad’s secret mistress.” He chuckled. “Some think that’s how you have so much money.”
“I mean, I love a silver fox as much as the next woman,” I began, “but if I had a silver fox sugar daddy and he bought me a fixer-upper, that man would have to work his ass off to get me to put out again. I’d probably start banging the hot handyman just to make him jealous.”
His laugh increased, rumbling comfortably through my body.
“Honey, don’t let people hear you talk like that. People will believe it. Cedar Harbor is good for three things: fish, lumber, and gossip. It just depends on the day of the week.” 
“That’s sexy.” I turned into him and pressed a soft kiss to the side of his neck. “What else are they saying about me?” 
“Some say you’re dating Sam. Others say you dated Sam and already kicked his ass to the curb,” Declan said. “Some people think you might be dating Nolan considering everything he let you do to his store. By the way, he says the blind date with your neighbor thing you came up with is his best-selling commodity right now. People love it.”
“I found an idea on Pinterest and modified it.” I shrugged. “I figured it was at least worth a try to do something new. Everyone is so people-oriented here, I thought they’d find it fun.”
“Well, they do.” His lips lingered against my forehead, and I felt his smile. “There’s also a rumor you’re a serial killer, but I started that one.”
“Declan!” I playfully smacked his shoulder.
“Hey, I have to eliminate the competition somehow,” Declan told me. 
“You don’t have any competition,” I replied. “Except maybe Silver Fox Daddy Monroe, but we’ll see.” 
“Great.” He sighed dramatically. “I have to fuck up my boss now.” 
His words made me giggle. I didn’t think Declan had it in him to hit anyone. He was too gentle for that. I adored his gentle nature. 
“I can do it for you,” I offered. “You know, since I’m a serial killer and all. Just give me a hit list, baby. I got you.”
“Good to know.” He tilted my head back enough to kiss me. The warmth of his mouth melted through me as his tongue pressed through my lips and stroked mine with languid expertise. He held me close like he cherished me, and his hands slid reverently over my curves. My body molded to his as I pressed into him. 
The world faded away as I lost myself willingly in him. Where I ended and where he began was a mystery I didn’t want to solve. The kiss didn’t move me in a way that turned me on or made me want to ravage him. 
It made me want to crawl inside him and hide from the world together. Just me and him in a space outside of all the chaos, stress, and bad things. It felt safe and calm with him. He felt like home. A concept I could never wrap my head around when people said it. 
Not until now. 
Not until Declan.




CHAPTER 55

[image: image-placeholder]
RAVEN






I got invited to my first book club meeting with Ginny, Ella, Maggie, and Stacey. As it turned out, Nolan was right. I spent more time researching and trying to understand the book last minute than the girls actually talked about it. Those ten minutes of book conversation were interesting but didn’t last. It quickly became gossip, wine, and giving me all the dirty details about all the eligible men in town. While I had no actual interest in dating any of them, it was admittedly fun to listen to. 
“I heard Michael is born-again celibate,” Stacey said. 
“Wait.” I frowned. “Hollywood Michael?”
“I think Hollywood is a little bit of a stretch for what he did,” Maggie replied. 
“Though, he was hot in SeaRex. His ass looked fucking fine in his nude scene. Yum! It makes me want to squeeze it every time I see him.” Ella growled playfully. Ellamine Katz was adorable and young at barely twenty-four. She was the definition of spunky with her chocolate hair in a high ponytail and workout gear. If I was being honest, I was a little jealous of how phenomenal her boobs looked in a sports bra. Mine always got squished. Not that I had a lot to work with to being with.
Ella was Finn’s biggest fan. Though, I couldn’t tell if she was in love with him or just obsessed with his dick. I was leaning toward the latter. Unfortunately, her absolute openness meant that now I knew way too much about Finn’s dick right down to the size, girth, and motion of the ocean ability. 
And then Stacey, in light of Ella’s oversharing, regaled me with everything I needed to know about Lucas’s Jacob’s ladder and a little too much about how the man liked to be tied up in bed. She also let me know too much about her piercings. I cringed at the thought of needles near my nipples or genitals. 
How the hell would I ever face Finn or Lucas again? I knew too much.
“Do you have a type?” Stacey asked. “We know hot lumberjack was a thing. Do you want a hot lumberjack?”
I had a hot lumberjack. 
“The only hot lumberjack in town is Declan,” Maggie chimed in. “Most of the men at the mill are older.”
“What’s up with that man?” Stacey demanded. “Has he asked you out? If he hasn't asked you out yet, you should just ask him out. Get this show on the road already. I need a good wedding to invest in.”
“He said he’s seeing someone,” Maggie replied quietly.
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I smiled slightly to myself as I glanced at his message. The irony of this man’s timing. While normally I tried to avoid my phone during social situations, Declan’s slammed schedule had me savoring whatever time I could steal when he messaged me. 
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I arched a brow as I re-read the words. Well, then… 
“Wait, wait, wait!” Stacey threw her hands up in the air, her drama dial increasing tenfold. I tried not to cringe. “He’s dating someone? That’s what he said?”
“Yeah.” Maggie nodded slowly. “We all know it won’t last.”
It’d last. I kept that thought to myself. I glanced up to find Ginny staring at me. She mouthed a quiet apology, and I shrugged. Admittedly, I wanted to be nowhere near Maggie or Stacey when they figured out I was the one Declan was dating. I liked them, but I knew it’d turn into a whole ordeal.
“Yeah, well that bitch is getting your sloppy seconds—”
I shut out Stacey’s ranting and focused on Declan’s texts. I didn’t need to hear the drama I was inadvertently in the middle of.
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I bit my lip to keep from laughing. I was a weak woman when it came to all things Declan. 
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My core clenched as I read the words several times to make sure I wasn’t imagining them. Oh, this man. The room grew warmer as he turned me on from across town. I resisted the urge to fan myself, and it was damn hard to not do the more he texted. 
This was way better than the chicken puns. 
[image: image-placeholder]

[image: image-placeholder]
I slid further down in my chair in an attempt to contain myself. I could easily hide the wetness soaking my panties, but there wasn’t a thing I could do about the blush heating my neck and threatening my cheeks. 
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Glancing down the hallway, I considered it. God, did I consider it. My clit was throbbing and desperate to be touched. Plus, I wouldn’t miss anything. All Stacey and Maggie were doing was bitching about Declan, a conversation I wanted nothing to do with.
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Fuck it. This was hotter than anything I’d done in a long time.
“Excuse me,” I said and didn’t wait for a response as I excused myself. As soon as I was out of sight, I hurried to the bathroom and locked the door behind me. My heart thrummed with excitement in my chest, and my arousal pooled hot between my legs. 
[image: image-placeholder]
Not even a minute later, my phone rang. I smiled at his name popping up.
“I have exactly five minutes to make you come before I have to get back to work,” Declan said when I answered.
“Challenge accepted,” I whispered breathlessly. Not that it’d be hard. I was teetering on the edge just picturing the things he’d said. 
“That’s my girl,” he replied. “Shoulders to the wall, close your eyes. Tell me what panties you’re wearing today.” 
“Wet ones,” I told him with a laugh. The way he clicked his tongue on the other end made it clear that wasn’t the answer he wanted. “Purple, lacey, and skimpy.” 
“You’re going to come in those and then wear them the rest of the day,” he ordered. “And tonight I’m taking them off of you with my teeth.”
I moaned. My head fell back quietly against the door as I closed my eyes. 
“Slide your hand into those panties, honey. Tell me how wet you are,” Declan said. I moaned at the flood of relief I felt as my fingers touched my clit. “Tell me how wet you are, Raven.”
“So wet.”
“For me.”
“All for you,” I agreed.
“Touch yourself the way you showed me.” His deep voice was thick with desire on the other end, only fueling the fantasy of his hand between my thighs. My teeth dug into my lower lip as I did what he asked. “It’s just you and me, honey. I want you to picture me on my knees with my hand around my cock.”
“Is it?” Waves of pleasure rolled through my body at the thought. 
“In my truck, in the back of the parking lot,” he admitted. The moan I let loose was probably a little too loud for secret phone sex in the bathroom, but the idea that both of us could get caught made me inexplicably hot. My knees nearly buckled as I increased the speed and pressure with which I rubbed my clit. 
“Declan,” I managed to say. “More, please.”
“Imagine my face buried between those gorgeous fucking thighs, drinking every last ounce of cum you have to give to me. Fuck, you have no idea how incredible you taste, honey,” Declan whispered. “I could spend all day devouring that sweet cunt of yours, and it still wouldn't be enough.”
He grunted. The sound shot through me like lightning. I was liquid heat begging for release. Little by little, his words plucked at the mold holding me together. 
“Dec…” I managed to get out, my fingers moving faster. I was so close. So damn close. Wetness slicked my inner thighs and clung to my leggings. 
“Just picture it’s my tongue on your clit and my fingers inside you, filling every tight inch of your cunt,” he continued. A tiny whimper passed through me as heat twisted through my core almost painfully hot. “Don’t hold back, honey. I want to hear you come.”
Leaning my phone on my shoulder, I shoved a fistful of my sweatshirt in my mouth to keep the rest of the house from hearing me come. From the sounds this man made me make, I wasn’t sure it worked but whatever. I didn’t care as the euphoria settled in.  
“That’s my girl.” His voice in my ear soothed my haze. He grunted, breathing hard. 
“Did you?” I asked breathlessly. 
“Almost there, honey.”
“Imagine us switching places,” I said, continuing the fantasy for his benefit. “Imagine feeding me your cock… inch by inch… my mouth stretching wide to fit you.”
“Jesus fuck,” Declan rasped. “Keep going, honey.”
“Your fingers in my hair as you give in… fucking my mouth… your large cock hitting the back of my throat with every thrust.” God, I wanted that. I wanted to be on my knees as he used me to come undone. I whispered his words back at him, “Come for me, Declan.”
“I’m so fucking close.” Even as he said it, he groaned, the sound long and drawn out as he came. My eyes slid shut as I daydreamed about his head falling to the curve of my neck like it always did, his breath hot on my neck as he caught his breath. I listened quietly as he calmed. 
“I miss you,” Declan said finally. I laughed softly.
“I miss you too,” I whispered. 
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“It’s all yours,” I told her. 
“I was going to come down here to rescue you,” she began, her grin widening, “but I don’t think that was necessary.”
I giggled. So close to getting away with it. 
“Did they hear?” I asked as I peeked over her shoulder. 
“No, are you kidding me? Stacey’s still going on about how much of a douchebag Declan is,” Ginny said. “It’s like they forget he’s my brother-in-law once they get started. I figured you ran away since they’re sort of talking about you without realizing it.”
“It is what it is.” I shrugged. I followed her through the house, bypassing the living room and heading straight into the kitchen. Her house was spacious with lots of moving room and light. It gave us the space to work with to avoid Maggie and Stacey while they raged. “I met him before I knew them.”
“I know,” she replied. “Stacey won’t see it that way, but you have to realize Maggie and Stacey grew up next to each other. They might as well be sisters. Stacey has a hell of a temper on her when it comes to Maggie.”
“Good to know,” I muttered. At least I knew what I’d have to deal with. Maybe I could corral Esther and Vera into helping me with Stacey. Maggie, I knew Declan would want to handle. 
“So,” Ginny handed me a fresh glass of wine and hopped up on the countertop, “good conversation with Declan?” 
“Very good.” I laughed. “Short because he’s at work, but it counts. This isn’t weird, is it? I know he’s family.” 
“I’ve known those boys since we were kids,” she told me. “Nothing surprises me with them anymore.”
“I—”
“Well, Declan doing that with you at work surprises me,” Ginny interrupted. “But he’s such a stickler about his public image that the idea of him risking that is shocking. It’s good, though, because he needs to learn to let go a little, but it's still surprising.” 
“Okay, but what’s up with that?” I asked quietly. Crossing the kitchen, I pulled myself up on the counter next to her and took a sip of the wine. For a cheap white, it was pretty good. “It’s like they’re local celebrities, but I can’t figure out why.”
“Well, their family founded Cedar Harbor.” She shrugged. 
“That’s not a very good reason.”
“No, it’s not,” Ginny agreed. “I think it just comes down to how involved in the community their family has always been. Yeah, it started because they founded the town, but eventually, it just became a thing their family has always done. Mr. Byrne was always really involved in the community. He used to bring the boys with him when he could to help instill that in them. And if you look at the boys now, it stuck. Lucas is a firefighter. Nolan opened a bookstore but uses it as a place for people to go and a way to get books into the hands of people who can’t afford them. Declan has his repair business and works the mill to be flexible with payments for his clients. Stupidly so. I know people who haven’t paid him in years for his work.”
“That’s not fair to him,” I said with a frown. No wonder he worked his ass off. “That’s his hard-earned money.”
“That’s just Declan for you,” she said. “Sam’s the least approachable, but everyone in town knows if their car has an issue, he’ll take care of it. He has a steady job at the mill, so he uses Declan’s mindset of flexibility with payments. He’d rather they have a working car than not. Finn has a great rapport with the teens and younger adults. He’s sort of their go-to when shit hits the fan. We’re talking about drinking too much and they can’t drive home, fights, whatever. And Killian… well, he was a cop.”
Her entire expression fell, and she looked away at the mention of her ex-husband. From what little I’d gleaned, I had a feeling she still loved him. 
“And Maeve?” I prompted her to change the topic away from him. 
“Maeve is into everything.” Ginny laughed. “She knows everyone, knows all the gossip and news, and helps everyone. She’s Mama Byrne to the whole town.”
“That doesn’t surprise me,” I muttered. The way she’d figured out we were dating in less than a day told me the woman had her ways. I liked her, but that level of know-all was a little scary. 
“How are things with Declan?” Ginny asked quietly after scooting closer. “Besides what sounds like hot phone sex.”
“It was hot.” I moaned and resisted squeezing my thighs together as I recalled his voice in my ear while I touched myself. That was definitely on the list of things for us to repeat. 
“I miss hot.” She sighed wistfully. “It’s been so long I think I forgot what the word hot even means.” 
“I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t know enough about her situation to comment otherwise. 
“It’s okay. I did start online dating,” she said. “I met a guy in Olympia. Gary. He seems nice enough.”
Nice enough? That sounded miserable. 
“Well, I hope he turns out to be a freak in bed for you,” I told her. 
“Oh, there’s more wine!” Stacey exclaimed before I could say more. She and Maggie wandered in from the living room. I plastered on a smile even as I noticed the red rims of Maggie’s eyes. That didn’t make me feel any better about the situation. 
“Where’s Ella?” I asked when she didn’t join us. 
“Work call,” she replied dismissively. I peeked into the living room and noticed Ella outside the house. She paced as she talked rapidly into her phone. I realized I didn’t have a clue what Ella did for a living, but from the look on her face, she was reaming someone and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 
“What are you ladies talking about in here?”
“Wine.” Ginny laughed. “I was about to invite Raven to join us at community night.”
“What’s community night?” 
“It’s chaos,” Maggie said with a wet laugh. “Unfettered, epic chaos. It doesn’t start that way, but it always ends up that way. As the night goes on, people get so drunk. Remember Connor and the chicken parade?”
I snorted on my wine. A horrible thing to do.
“What?” I squeaked as I coughed violently. This town and its chickens. 
“To be fair, it was like four years ago,” Stacey told me. “But Connor got drunk one time and decided to free all the chickens. It’s like three in the morning, he’s as naked as the day he was born, and he’s parading down Main with about a hundred chickens.”
“Oh, my God.” I laughed hard behind my hand. The things that happened in this town were unlike anything I’d ever heard of. Florida had chaos for sure, but it was the kind that made you want to rip out your hair. The funny stories there weren’t even funny. “That poor kid.”
“Poor Sam, Declan, Lucas, and Finn,” Ginny corrected. “They were out there trying to wrangle Connor.”
“And the chickens,” Maggie said. “They ended up with all these chickens and no idea who they belonged to. Of course, their smart idea was to hide them at the Brooklyn house—your house.”
“So, everyone in Cedar Harbor wakes up to find all their chickens gone!” Stacey said. “A handful of us are getting text messages stupid early in the morning about how they tell chickens apart. It was insanity.”
“Do they all end like that?” I asked. 
“No,” Ginny answered quickly, shaking her head. “But you never know. You should come and join in the insanity of it all. You never know what might happen.”
I couldn’t deny an invitation for small-town insanity. 
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Barely seeing Raven all week while I played catch-up with work fucking sucked. I hated showing up at her house long enough to have sex and a momentary cuddle. It felt a lot like using her since I never spent the night. She was oddly particular about me sleeping over despite me having done so before, but I respected the boundary, even if I did miss waking up next to her. 
I’d been up since four-thirty, working since five, and put in fourteen hours before I stopped. It was the third straight day of doing so, and I was dead on my feet. After letting my wolf out for a much-needed run with my brothers, I crashed in Sam’s backyard and refused to move from the chair I occupied. While Sam bitched and moaned about it, he was still a good enough sport to run me drinks and food so I didn’t have to move. 
I’d texted Raven earlier in the night without a response. Hopefully, she’d managed to get some sleep. Even still, I checked my phone from time to time with hopes she’d send something. Lame? Probably. Did I care? Not a chance. Talking to her, hearing her thoughts, having her listen to me… it was addictive. If we only ever talked, I’d be completely fine. I was enthralled by every word that came out of her mouth. 
“You caught up yet?” Sam asked as he held out a beer for me and dropped into the seat next to me. He kicked his feet out and tipped back a long swig of beer. “With work?”
“Fuck, I wish,” I muttered. I took a drink, letting the cold beer sit on my tongue. “Got a question for you.” 
“I’ll do it,” he said, and I glanced at him. 
“You don’t even know what I was going to say.”
“You were going to ask if I’d help you out for a few days so you can get caught up,” he replied. I opened my mouth to say something, but he waved his beer bottle in my direction. “Dec, I know you better than anyone. And right now, you’re a miserable shit because you’re working too damn hard and can’t spend time with your girl.” 
“Fucker,” I grumbled. But he was right. The way I figured it, if I could get a little bit of help for a day or two, I could catch up and be back on my usual schedule. It wouldn’t have been so bad if I stayed in Cedar Harbor, but I had several jobs in neighboring towns I needed to take care of as well. The long drives in between made it hard to fit in too much during a single workday. “I have two jobs tomorrow in West Bend and another in Copper Spring. If I can—”
“Split those up between the two of us, it cuts your drive down,” Sam finished for me. 
“Yeah. The one in Copper Spring is nothing more than fixing up a fence,” I told him. “The owners have a few horses they keep separated with fencing. There are several slats along the outside perimeter where the pickets need replacing. Owners will have all the supplies you need. You just have to put them up.”
“How many pickets are we talking?”
“Nine. And they’re covering travel costs along with paying extra to have someone there by six to get it done.” 
“Well, that’s my last beer then.” He sighed and set his bottle on the ground. 
“If you don’t want to, it’s fine—”
“I’m fine,” Sam dismissed quickly. “It’s no big deal. I’ve got one car I’m working on tomorrow afternoon, so as long as I’m back here by three, I’m good. I don’t mind helping.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate it.” 
“Just pay me back by spending some actual time with your girl,” he replied. “Take her somewhere Friday night.”
“I can’t. She’s supposed to go to community—what the fuck are those three doing in there?” I interrupted myself at the loud crash followed by equally loud laughter from the kitchen. I turned to stare over my shoulder, but Sam didn’t even flinch. 
“They’re making s’mores,” he informed me while I watched Lucas, Finn, and Nolan hurrying around the kitchen. “Don’t ask me how. I don’t know with what supplies because I don’t keep marshmallows in the house and I don’t like chocolate. Frankly, I don’t give a fuck what they do as long as they don’t burn my house down. You were saying?” 
“She’s going to community night with Ginny and the girls,” I said. 
“And the girls are…” Sam prompted with a smirk. 
“Stacey and Maggie,” I muttered into my beer bottle with hopes he wouldn’t hear me. That shit-eating grin on his face told me otherwise. 
“The fact that your secret girlfriend and your ex-girlfriend hang out while your ex-girlfriend pines over your dumbass and doesn’t know she’s pining over your dumbass to your current girlfriend is astounding,” he stated. I frowned as I repeated his words in my head. Fuck that was a mouthful. “God, I’m so here to watch that fucking mess implode.”
“Thanks, you shithead.”
“You did this to yourself,” he reminded me as if I needed him to. “We’re going to community night.”
“What?” I snapped. “No! I hate those fucking things. They’re always a mess, and I’m always stuck entertaining people.”
“Which entertains me,” Sam said. “Besides, I want to see your secret girlfriend hanging out with your ex-girlfriend. It’s a mess I need to witness. Popcorn included.”
“Popcorn?” Nolan repeated curiously as he bounded down the back steps. “Are you talking about community night? Donna rented a popcorn machine for this one. She said she wants to try out something new.”
“See?” Sam beamed. “It’s fate.”
“What’s fate?” Lucas asked, joining us with Finn right behind him. The three made themselves comfortable around the low fire. 
“Declan’s going to community night—”
“I never said that,” I interjected. 
“—so we can see his secret girlfriend hang out with his ex-girlfriend.”
“Oh, Stacey is pissed about your secret girlfriend,” Lucas said. “It was all she could talk about after book club.”
“And my secret girlfriend asked me if your dick is pierced because apparently, that was a topic of conversation,” I shot back. 
“I mean, it is.” He shrugged. He was stupidly proud of having figured out how to get his dick pierced without it ripping out every time he shifted. Knowing a magic tattoo artist and piercer didn’t hurt. 
“She doesn’t need to know about your dick!”
“What?” He smiled cheekily. “Worried she’ll think she’s missing out?”
“I’ve read in forums it’s supposed to be a heck of an experience,” Nolan chimed in with a grin. “Maybe she’ll want to give it a try.”
I scowled. That wasn’t happening. Finn’s endless snickering wasn’t lost on me. 
“She got the rundown on your dick too, idiot,” I told him. His eyes widened. For as extroverted as the kid was, he was incredibly private about his personal life. “Yeah, Ella gave her all the fucking details about you.”
“Goddamnit.” He crossed his arms, sinking back in his chair with his lips pressed together tight. “For a lawyer, that woman doesn’t understand confidential information.”
“Confidential information?” Sam nearly howled with laughter. “Boy, you put your dick out there more than anyone in the whole fucking town! It’s not confidential information if you’re waving it around.” 
I started to say something but motion in the woods caught my attention, giving me pause. I frowned as I stared into the darkened tree line. Leaning into my wolf’s senses, I listened harder. 
Heavy panting, four paws beating into the hard ground, the breaking of branches. 
I shot to my feet in a heartbeat with a dangerous growl building in my throat. 
The silence behind me was deafening as my brothers reacted to my sudden change in behavior. 
“Fuck.” Shedding my jacket, I strode toward the trees with hopes of doing as minimal damage to my clothes as possible. Over my shoulder, I snapped, “Nobody does anything stupid, you hear me?”
While I wanted to believe it was nothing, my instincts screamed otherwise. My wolf pushed to be released. To protect me better than I could. I clung to what control I had over it. My muscles tensed as we waited. 
“You don’t think…” Sam whispered, not finishing the thought. 
“I hope not but who fucking knows,” I murmured. 
The underbrush exploded. On instinct, I threw an arm across Sam’s chest as I braced for chaos. A dusty blond wolf barreled out of the woods. As soon it neared us, it shifted. Connor barely landed on his feet, stumbling and swearing. His hand flew to his side. Blood coated his side, and he was breathing hard. 
“Help!” he gasped. The word was barely out of his mouth before we were all ripped out of our stupor. Sam and I rushed forward to catch him as his knees buckled. 
“Get him inside now,” I ordered. We balanced his weight between us with ease. 
“I need all my towels pulled out. Again,” Sam said. Lucas and Finn disappeared into the house while Nolan took out his phone. Under his breath, I heard Sam grumble, “Always my fucking kitchen.”
If the situation were any different, I would’ve laughed. We were halfway to the house when Connor bucked. He tore out of our hold and gestured wildly to the forest.
“Not me!” He shook his head. “Not me! Michael… Michael took the brunt of the attack. I didn’t… I didn’t know—”
“Is he still out there?” I demanded. When Connor nodded, I turned to the trees. Fuck. The forest was huge. Finding him would be hell. 
“I shouldn’t have… I shouldn’t have left him,” Connor rambled. “I just… I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t… he needs help…”
His legs gave out, and Sam caught him.
“You’re good, kid, you’re good,” Sam said. “Do you think you can tell us where to find him?”
“I’ll take you,” Connor replied. The kid wasn’t in any position to be running through the woods again. Between his pale complexion and sweat-slicked skin, it was only a matter of time before he passed out. “You’ll never find him. The closest you can probably get him out is the road by Schraeder’s farm… but you got to get him out of the woods.”
Not giving us a chance to tell him no, Connor shifted. My whole body cringed at how the wound on his side stretched. He whimpered with the shift but never faltered as he stood trembling and waiting. 
“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I faced Sam, my hands falling to my hips. I blew out a sharp breath as I tried to formulate a halfway decent plan before Connor passed out on us. “Give me your clothes. I need everyone’s clothes. The four of you go with him to find Michael. Whatever the fuck you do, do not engage if the wolf is still around. Just get Michael and get the fuck out. I’ll meet you on the backroad by the Shraeder’s farm with my truck.”
“Okay.” Sam nodded, his lips pressed together tight while he watched Connor close. Even though his expression was unreadable, it didn’t take much to know he was scared. I was too. 
“And, Sam,” I said, “be safe.”
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How bad was it? Would Michael be okay? Connor? Would my brothers get out of the woods safely?
Fuck, the variables were killing me. My chest throbbed something fierce while I waited on the dark road for something—anything—to happen. Palm to my chest, I rubbed hard as I listened closely. My wolf teetered angrily on the edge of taking control as my stress and anxiety gained ground. 
I had to get control of myself. That wasn’t an option.
‘We’ve got Michael.’ Nolan’s voice moved through my mind. I climbed out of the truck and walked the road, staring into the trees as I tried to find him. ‘He’s in bad shape and in wolf form. Connor’s barely got it together.’ 
I couldn’t reply, and it fucking sucked in situations like this. Not that we’d ever been in a situation like this. I was stuck waiting and hoping to hell I had the right spot.
‘Call Charlotte,’ he said. ‘We need her and Cece.’
“Okay,” I said, even though no one could hear me. My hands shook as I took out my phone to call Charlotte. She didn’t answer the first time but did the second, sleepy and only half awake. 
“Declan?” My name came with a quiet yawn. 
“Charlotte, I need you and Cecelia to meet us at the office,” I told her as I cleared my throat. 
“Are you okay—”
“It’s Connor.”
“What?” Her voice rose an octave.
“He and Michael went running, and they came across the wolf,” I replied. Her gasp tore right through me. `I rushed to explain, “Michael’s apparently in a bad way. Connor’s not doing too great either. My brothers are getting them out of the woods. We should be able to leave here shortly. I’ve got my truck. I need you two to meet us.”
“Bring them to the back door,” Charlotte ordered. “I’ll be there in ten maybe less. Cecelia too once I call her.”
“Okay.” I hung up. There wasn’t anything else I could say. I leaned hard into my hearing once more as I tried to figure out where the hell they were. Every minute of standing in the headlights of my truck waiting was torture. 
The heavy thud of paws on the dirt made me glance around the side of my truck. Nolan sprinted down the road. 
‘You’re too far down!’ Nolan practically shouted in my head. 
“Shit!” I hissed. He came to an abrupt halt as I rushed into my truck. Throwing it in reverse, I shot down the road as he galloped alongside me in the underbrush. Half a mile down the road, they waited for me. Sam, Finn, and Lucas were naked with Connor and Michael unconscious between them—was Michael’s leg missing?
No, not missing but definitely severed. Fuck. My heart lodged painfully in my throat. That wasn’t what I expected.
“Careful!” Lucas snapped. He’d taken charge, dishing out orders as his first responder training kicked in. We all shut up and did exactly what he told us. None of us knew any better. Carefully, the four of us managed to get Michael in the back of my truck and onto the pile of blankets I kept in case of cold weather. 
Lucas didn’t wait for us to get Connor loaded. He snatched his pants off the passenger seat and settled alongside Michael to keep pressure… everywhere? God, there was so much blood. The ashy tone of his skin and his labored breathing scared the shit out of me. If he made it all the way back into town, it’d be a damn miracle. 
“Mind his side,” Sam ordered as he and I lifted Connor into the truck. “Fucking kid never should’ve shifted so many times.”
Moving him wasn’t nearly as hard but took more time than any of us were comfortable with. The second I could, I threw my truck into drive and sped down the road. I prayed harder than I ever had that I made it to the office in time. 
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Michael needed a hospital, but he wouldn’t survive the two-hour drive. Thankfully, he was so far out of it that his wolf was as well. There was no uncontrolled shifting. His pulse was thready, and his stats were all over the place—shit I didn’t understand. All I knew was he was in a bad way. The hope that he’d be fine was slipping away rapidly. 
Connor would be fine. He’d be scarred and recovery would take days, but he’d be fine. Cecelia, however, couldn’t handle putting him back together. She’d fallen apart sobbing over their baby brother. I couldn’t even blame her. Charlotte put her in charge of securing a helicopter if possible. If we could get that, Michael stood a chance of getting to a hospital. 
The waiting room was packed with a whole group of us—Mom, David, the Harvey family, Michael’s best friend—but you could hear a pin drop in the deafening silence. I sat in a far corner with my head in my hands and my leg bouncing anxiously. The tightness in my chest was far beyond a simple ache, and my ears rang uncomfortably. I was hot and cold, restless and exhausted. I didn’t know what to do with myself. What the fuck did anyone do with themselves at a moment like this? 
Mom was there, her hand rubbing mindless circles on my back as she sat with me and my brothers. Beck Harvey, Connor’s dad, paced the middle of the room in furious tracks. He wasn’t sad. He was pissed off. 
“Those boys shouldn’t have been out there,” Beck snapped gruffly. He fussed with his cowboy hat between his fingers. “My boy shouldn’t have been out there.”
He shouldn’t have. Neither of them should’ve been. Not alone. They were supposed to be out there in a bigger group. 
“Why don’t you sit down, Beck?” David stood and gestured to his chair. “You can take my seat.”
“I don’t want your seat!” he shouted. “I want to know what the hell you’re doing about that wolf out there. My boy shouldn’t be hurt! Mikey shouldn’t be in pieces!”
“I know, I know,” David replied. “I understand what you’re feeling. We all understand what you’re feeling right now. Things are scary. There’s no denying that. But yelling isn’t going to help the situation. It won’t help Connor or Michael.”
Good old David the therapist coming to the rescue. 
“You can tell me not to get angry, but I’m still going to get angry!” Beck shot back. “Rules ain’t getting us very far. Something has to be done! They could’ve been killed. Mikey may not make it!” 
“He’s right,” I said. It was the wrong thing to say. It likely undermined everything we were trying to do, but I struggled to care. I wasn’t sure I wanted to care. I was so fucking tired of the chaos. 
“Declan,” Mom whispered. I didn’t miss the edge in her voice. But again, I didn’t care.
“He’s right,” I repeated. I blew out a frustrated breath as I sat back in my seat to look at her. At least she wasn’t glaring. “I’m not saying we haven’t done our best because we have, considering what we have to work with. We’ve never had to deal with something like this. Rogue pups, sure. But this? How do we even deal with this? What is this even? We have to do something… I just don’t have a clue what that is. And let’s face it… do any of us? We think we’re dealing with a Wild One, sure. And we’ve dealt with them before, but this one—if this is one? This wolf attacks anything that gets close. How do we handle that?”
The silence grew thicker in the room with my words. All eyes were on me. I braced for the fallout. Infallible. We were supposed to be infallible. We were supposed to be the rocks of the pack, and I was fracturing something fierce. 
So much for instilling confidence.
“Okay.” Beck nodded, his lips coming together tight. In three long steps, he was at David’s chair and eased into it with a groan. “Okay then. I hear you, boy. We’ll figure this out.” 
Boy? I frowned. At thirty-four, I was over being called a boy, but I didn’t correct him. 
“We have a helicopter!” Cecelia shouted with a trembling voice from the back room. She swept into the room, fresh tears falling. “They can have a helicopter here in forty-five minutes. We need to get Michael to the mill. It’s the most open space we have for landing.”
“I’ll go,” Lucas said. It wasn’t an offer. They’d have to fight Lucas to keep him from helping. “Can you go with me? Can you handle it?”
“I can.” She nodded vigorously. I wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince: us or herself. Cedar Harbor was pretty quiet in the way of traumatic accidents. Despite going to medical school, I had a feeling Cecelia had grown very comfortable handling minor illnesses and injuries. “I can do this.” 
“Okay,” he replied. “I’m going to run to the station house, get us the ambulance to get us there. Steve and Kate are on tonight. They’ll be able to help stabilize him.”
He stormed out the door before anyone could say anything else. Cecelia disappeared in the back to get Michael ready for transportation. The silence came right back in the wake of their absence. Mom’s heavy gaze bore into me while I sat there. 
Disappointment. Frustration. Annoyance. Any negative adjective would do in describing the look on her face. 
“Honesty above all else,” I whispered to Mom as I leaned back. I diverted my gaze to my boots, stretching my legs. “You always taught us to be honest above all else. That’s all I did.”
“And there are some things people don’t need to know,” she retorted. 
“And sometimes people just need to know they aren’t the only ones scared and confused,” I told her. “We don’t know what we’re doing, Mom. Trial and error. What they need to know is they aren’t alone in feeling the way they are. Is it too honest? Maybe. But I don’t fucking care—language, I know. I can’t pretend it’s okay. I can’t pretend I’m okay right now. I just… I don’t want to.”
“I know, sweetheart.” She patted my knee. “I just hope it doesn’t blow back up in your face. People can just as easily use your fear against you as they can use it to soothe their own thoughts.”
Damn it. I hated how her words made sense. But I refused to budge. I wasn’t her. I couldn’t sweep it under the rug and pretend I knew better. Not this time. This time, my pack needed honesty. 
And honestly, I was fucking scared and lost at what to do. 
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In light of Michael’s car accident, I’d taken over the program he’d started—and not so much taken over as I’d been forcefully gifted children when parents started dropping them off without question. I didn’t mind so much as I was sorely outnumbered. Nolan helped as much as he could, but The Treehouse was busier than normal. 
By the time community night rolled around, I seriously debated whether or not I wanted to go. If Ginny hadn’t shown up to get ready with me, I probably would’ve skipped it in the name of napping. I would’ve skipped it in the name of seeing Declan because it’d been days, but he said he was busy. 
And so here I was, dressed in a dusty blue dress with a flowing skirt, expensive lace, and pearl buttons. I even had lace-covered flats and undergarments to match. Between my clothes, my styled hair, and my makeup, I felt fancier than I had in a long time. So what if it was just for community night? I felt incredible for a girls’ night out at community night. 
In reality, I had overdressed. Considerably so. It was all jeans, boots, hats, flannel shirts, and t-shirts. Even Stacey had dressed down for the event. Still, I didn’t care. If I was going to stick out like a sore thumb, I was going to feel great doing so. 
And community night wasn’t just a nighttime event. No, the event started at noon and lasted all day. It started with free samples and games at the various stores on Main. It ended in the community hall next to the church where tables, food, and drinks were set up inside for quieter conversation while music, bonfires, drinking, and dancing took place on the rolling lawn alongside it. 
The whole town turned out. Even the few police officers in Cedar Harbor had set up shop right outside the community hall with their radios and portable dispatch in order to participate. I was in love with all of it. The smiles, the laughter, the games, the food, the dancing. Every minute of the day was incredible. And they did this once a month. Screw living in a big city. I was a born-again small-town girl. I needed this kind of atmosphere. I wasn’t burnt out socially even as the sun set. I laughed hard enough to cry, made new friends, tried lots of new food, and had no intention of slowing down. 
The only thing missing was Declan. The ever-present ache in my heart incited by his absence gnawed at me little by little. I wanted him here with me. I wanted to do this with him. Not that I wasn’t having a blast with Ginny, Stacey, and Maggie, but I missed him. 
“Connor!” the girls shouted in unison as they noticed him. 
“You’re on your feet!” I exclaimed with equal excitement. Last I’d heard, he’d been in the car with Michael. Since Michael had been airlifted to Olympia, I’d assumed Connor hadn't fared well either. 
“Oh, it wasn’t too bad,” Connor dismissed with a smile. “Some bandages and I’ll be sore for a few days, but I’m okay.”
As if to prove his point, he lifted his gray shirt to show off the bandages taped to his ribs. It was the wrong thing to do around a group of slightly drunk women when you had abs like this man did.
“Look at these abs!” Stacey practically shouted. Before he could lower his shirt, she grabbed the hem and poked his stomach. There was absolutely no give. “What is this? This is a wall! Look at this! Poke him, stroke him, feel him, ladies.”
His tanned cheeks turned a deep shade of red at the attention as both Ginny and Maggie took turns indulging a poke and stroke. When it came to my turn, I just laughed and shook my head. Poor kid was too polite to tell them no, but from the look on his face, he wasn’t comfortable. 
“Drink?” I offered the wine I was sipping instead. 
“I have a feeling that wouldn’t mix well with narcotics,” Connor said with a grin. 
“Probably not,” I agreed.
“How’s the porch?”  He stepped closer to be heard easier over the music, standing next to me with his hands in his pockets. “Any more animal sounds?” 
“I haven’t been home much, to be honest,” I told him. I waved at the girls as they gestured dramatically about getting more drinks. 
“Right, you’ve been running Mike’s program for him, haven’t you?” Connor asked, and I nodded. “That’s nice of you. He’s been struggling to get it the attention it needs.”
“Well, those kids deserve better,” I said. And I practically had all the money in the world to burn on the project too. The storefront next to Nolan’s was almost mine. There were a few more things Kari needed to do to complete the process but paying for the property in cash had sped most of it along. 
“They do, they do,” he agreed with a slow nod.
“How is he? Michael? I haven’t heard anything.”
“Stable and getting the care he needs. It’ll be a long while before he’s back, but he should make a mostly full recovery.”
“Mostly?” I frowned. 
“They had to amputate his right leg from the knee down,” Connor explained so quietly I had to lean closer to hear him. I touched his elbow and offered a supportive squeeze. “He doesn’t have great insurance, so I’m thinking of starting a fund to cover a prosthetic when he’s ready for it. He’ll have therapy and such he needs to do too.”
Oh. Poor Michael. 
“How much?” I asked. 
“I don’t know yet.” He shrugged. “It’ll be getting through all the hospital expenses and such first. He’ll need help, but it’s a good community. I think we should be able to at least lessen the debt.”
“Don’t ask anyone else,” I said before I could stop myself. The sadness in his expression got to me. This was something I could do. I wasn’t normally one to so openly throw money at others but in this case, I didn’t see an issue with it. I reiterated, “Don’t ask anyone else, and please, don’t tell anyone. I don’t need to feed the rumors.”
“Are you—”
“I can pay for all his expenses,” I interrupted. “No questions asked. Just say it was an anonymous wealthy benefactor and call it a day.”
“Wealthy?” He made a face as he put the pieces together. “Why the hell did you buy the Brooklyn house then?”
“Why is that always the question that gets asked?” I exclaimed. 
“Because it’s a terrible house!” Connor chuckled. 
“Well, I like the view.”
“It is a nice view,” he agreed. “I lost my virginity to Mandy Mayfield in your garage.”
“Connor!” I screeched and playfully tapped his shoulder. I would’ve shoved him if he wasn’t hurt. He only laughed harder. “You can’t tell me that!”
“Half the town lost their virginity in your house!” 
“No! Bad boy!” I chastised. If it wasn’t my house, I totally would’ve been more invested in knowing the names on that list. “I don’t want to know those things!” 
“But there’s so much gossip about your house,” he replied with a wide grin. He took my empty cup from me. “Let me get you more to drink. I’ll come back with all the stories.”
But did I want all the stories? That was a much better question. The longer I lived in Cedar Harbor, the more I understood just how much of a commodity my house was. Stacey’s salon gossip paled in comparison to the shit that went on in my house—even with the potential murder stories. 
Stories. Plural.
Coming out of nowhere, Ginny’s entire body weight slammed into my back as she giggled. She hugged me tight from behind and swayed with the music as I patted her arms. 
“You have a secret admirer!” Ginny squealed. 
“Connor?” I laughed. “Maybe a little, but I’ll let him down easy.”
“Nope.” Her arms tightened around me as she turned me in half a circle. “That one.”
He was here. Across one of the open fires, I found Declan deep in conversation with Sam and the town’s sheriff. Oh, and damn, did he look good. His dark t-shirt fit his form and clung to every muscle I wanted to dig my nails into. Clean jeans hugged his strong thighs and showed off that sexy ass while he still wore those worn-down work boots of his. I wasn’t sure he owned any other pairs of shoes. Not that I was complaining. The blue-collar, hometown boy thing really did it for me. And fuck me sideways. He had on a baseball hat—the proverbial backward baseball hat that made a girl go stupid. 
A sexy grin broke his face as he caught me watching. I playfully rolled my eyes and turned away because if I didn’t, I’d end up walking over there to talk to him. And I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off. 
“He’ll get his shit figured out,” Ginny whispered as she gave my arms an affectionate squeeze. “He likes you.” 
“It is what it is,” I told her, keeping my voice down. “I get it. Esther and Vera are already eyeing the fuck out of him. He wants to keep it low profile. I can respect that.” 
“I want to grow up to be them,” she said wistfully. 
“Oh, my God!” I exclaimed. “Me too!”
“Be the Esther to my Vera?” Ginny asked. She hugged my arm tight and batted her long lashes at me. “Pretty please? We’ll cause chaos for the rest of our lives.”
“I’d be happy to cause old lady chaos with you any day of the week! I’m already eighty at heart.”
“Same!”
“Did you lose half your party?” Connor rejoined us and offered me another cup of wine.
“We’re the best part of the party,” Ginny shot back. “No, that’s not true. The whole party is fantastic. We should dance!”
“Yes!” I exclaimed. Dancing was always a great idea. Dancing was also a great way to keep distracted from the dirty thoughts of Declan in that hat. “Connor! Dance with us.”
He opened his mouth to protest, but we gave him little chance to do just that as we each grabbed a hand and hauled him toward the designated dancing area. 




CHAPTER 59

[image: image-placeholder]
DECLAN






That fucking dress. 
What the hell was that fucking dress? Lacy, low cut and showing off her perfect breasts, and clinging to her tiny waist, it was torture. That’s what it was. Absolute torture. Even the dusty blue color looked fantastic against her creamy skin. Her hair was a mess of wild curls, and while she had makeup on, it was natural and not overdone. 
She looked incredible. And I wasn’t the only one who thought so. She had the eyes of every man in the place. It didn’t surprise me, but I didn’t like it. Not one fucking bit. And how Connor clung to every word she said? It made my blood run hot. 
“Is she doing the sprinkler?” Sam asked, his head tilting slightly as he watched Ginny and Raven attempting to dance. 
“That’s probably the reason Florida is so fucking dry,” I scoffed, making him laugh. I tuned him out. All he wanted to talk about was everything we’d discussed with George: how was Michael doing, how was the cover story going over with the town’s people, any word on the wolf. Shit like that. None of our answers had changed. Michael had lost a leg, everyone in Cedar Harbor was worried about him after his and Connor’s tragic car accident, and we still didn’t have a damn clue about the wolf. All in all, I had no interest in keeping the narrative going. 
Instead, I continued to watch Raven like a fucking creeper from across the event. I couldn’t look away, even if I wanted to. My eyes were glued on how her hips swayed with every twirl, step, and whatever the hell else she was doing. The woman couldn’t dance. Still, her face looked ready to break with the smile she wore, and that made her skill unimportant. She danced happily with Ginny and Connor. Her enthusiasm didn’t break as Stacey and Maggie joined them with Ella in tow. 
“What’s the look for?” Sam bumped his shoulder into mine, and I glanced over at him. “You’re all dark and broody. Very unlike you.”
“Fuck you,” I muttered with a roll of my eyes. 
“It’s either that, or you’re trying to eye fuck her from here, but it’s not working. We need to work on your skill.”
“Jesus fuck, Sam,” I said, unable to help chuckling. He never wavered as he brazenly stared me down and waited for an answer. “If you have to know… I’m trying to figure out if the buttons on her dress are real or not.”
He burst out laughing, grabbing my shoulder for support. I grinned. It was true. I needed to know just how complicated that dress would be to get off of her. Ripping it off wasn’t an option. It looked too expensive for that. That thought made my cock harden more and press tighter against my zipper. God, she was fucking hot to watch. Everything about her made me stupidly hard. It was like being a teenager all over again. 
The music changed to something slower with heavy emotion. Connor held out a hand to Raven, which she took after some very loud encouragement from Stacey, Maggie, and Ella. With a smile, Raven slipped her hand in his and let him lead her in a dance. Dancing was a horrible word for it. The kid swayed at best. While she kept enough distance to almost put another person between them as she chatted almost constantly, I still hated it. An angry growl built in my throat as I watched him. 
“Down, boy,” Sam laughed as he slapped me in the chest. “You look like you want to kill the kid.” 
“It’s an option if he puts his fucking hands on her again,” I snapped. 
“Or you could just go over there and show him that she’s yours,” he countered. I glanced at him, and he shrugged. “You can’t be pissed if you’re not willing to tell the world you’re with her, Dec. As far as Connor knows, he’s not stepping on your toes. All he sees is a pretty, single woman.”
“True.” I frowned. “You think she’s pretty?” 
“Who’s pretty?” Lucas asked, wandering over to join us. As one of the firefighters on duty, he wore his grey Cedar Harbor Fire Department t-shirt and a pair of black turnout pants. 
“What fire are you putting out?” I countered as I nodded to his pants. He wasn’t prone to wearing them unless going out on a call. 
“Oh, this.” He chuckled. “This little girl spilled her ice cream on her pants and got upset so I ended up spilling some on my jeans to match. But now that she’s in bed, I’m stuck with these for the night until I can get to my locker.”
“That was nice of you,” Sam said. 
“What can I say? I like kids.”
“You don’t like kids,” I retorted. 
“No, I like kids,” Lucas repeated. “I’d like a whole damn house of them one day. What I don’t like is putting a timeframe on having kids.”
If any of us were going to leave Cedar Harbor for good, my money was on Lucas unfortunately. The kid just didn’t agree with the restrictions being a Byrne put on him. 
“Fair enough,” I murmured. “What the hell are you doing over here?” 
“We saw you—oh, popcorn,” he interrupted himself when Nolan joined with two bags of popcorn in hand. “Shit, this stuff is good.”
“It’s the perfect drama snack,” Nolan said. Good God, these two.
“As I was saying,” Lucas continued through a mouthful of popcorn, “we saw that your ex-girlfriend is hanging out with your secret girlfriend while you stalker-watch the two of them and had to come over for the entertainment. You’re keeping notes on this for your books, right?” 
“Of course I am.” He tapped his temple. “He makes for a damn good storyline.”
“The two girls should ditch him and get together,” Sam chimed in.
“They absolutely should not,” I snapped. 
“So, who do we think is pretty?” Lucas asked instead. 
“He asked if I think Raven is pretty,” Sam replied. “Which I do. And we all see why you like her.”
“What the hell does that mean?” I demanded. 
“Declan, take a real damn good look at Maggie,” Lucas said. “Shorter side of average, blonde hair, big smile, brownish-green eyes, thin frame, all legs.”
“And then you have Raven.” Nolan leaned around Lucas to look at me. “She’s on the taller side of average with a petite frame, long legs, blonde hair—not as golden, a little more on the ashy side—big brown eyes, inviting smile.”
“That’s just a coincidence,” I told them. 
“And then there was Nadia.” Sam was laughing. Of course, Sam was laughing. “Medium height, slender frame with long legs, blonde hair… though, I think her eyes were green. I don’t remember a damn thing about her smile, but it was probably a friendly smile.”
“Fine,” I grumbled. “Maybe I have a type.”
“You definitely have a type, Declan,” Nolan agreed. “The fact that Maggie hasn’t put that piece of the puzzle together is honestly surprising. Why do you think Mom figured it out?”
“That’s not…”  I faltered as I thought it through. He was probably right. “Okay, maybe that’s part of why she figured it out.”
“If there’s a friendly, leggy blonde to be had, Declan will have her,” Sam stated with a stupid grin. “So, you going to do anything about it?” 
“Oh, you should fight Connor,” Lucas suggested. “Just kick off the community chaos strong.” 
“I’m not fighting him!” I exclaimed in a huff. And then that boy’s hand slid further down Raven’s back. I seethed. “I might fucking fight him.”
The moment didn’t last. Raven reached around and moved his hand right to the middle of her back where it’d started. 
“How much do you think it’d take for Declan to actually punch him?” Lucas asked. 
“I don’t know.” Nolan shrugged as he shoveled more popcorn into his mouth. “But I also didn’t bank on him being a possessive boyfriend type. That’s a plot twist.”
“Stop using book terms,” he replied and shoved Nolan’s shoulder. 
“I’m here for it. I’ll put fifty down on Connor trying to put his hand on her ass and Declan loses his shit,” Sam announced. I glared at him. “What? Are you going to do anything about it? Because the boy doesn’t have a clue he’s hitting on your girl right now. You don’t have a leg to stand on.”
He was right. I hated that he was right.
“Also, I’d pay to see you punch someone that wasn’t me,” he added. 
“I haven’t punched you since the Fourth of July!” I snapped. “I was sixteen. You were a dick. Jesus fuck.”
“Yeah, but I heard you threatened Roan—”
“He threatened Roan?” Nolan and Lucas demanded in unison. 
“Over what?” Nolan asked. 
“Roan was hitting on Raven and Declan threatened to kick his ass in fight club,” Sam told them with a shit-eating grin on his face. While my brothers raised a commotion about it, I shrugged. 
“I stand by what I said,” I replied. “He needed to keep his hands off her.”
“Oh, I like this version of him,” Lucas said. He looked like a kid on Christmas morning. “ Do you think we can get him in a bar fight?”
Lucas had one goal: a Byrne brothers bar fight. Why? I didn’t have a fucking clue, and I didn’t want to ask. 
Even as the music changed and Raven went back to dancing with the girls, Connor stuck close to her. My poor girl was left managing him by herself, which I knew she could do. But it wasn’t fair that she had to. 
I took out my phone and sent her a text message. Whatever I did next would depend entirely on her response.
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I frowned as I re-read the message. No good conversation ever started that way. Was he upset about me dancing with Connor?
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I agreed with that—I wanted that—but I also knew it wasn’t what he wanted, so I didn’t say anything.
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My heart hammered in my chest as I peeked over the conversation a second time while still trying to dance. And then a third time too. Was he suggesting what I thought? I refused to get ahead of myself with hope on this one. Declan needed to be ready, and I wasn’t sure he was, even if he was jealous of Connor. 
The song changed again, dramatically becoming something softer. 
“Dance with me again?” Connor asked with a big grin. I felt bad for him. He really was an adorable kid, but he deserved to be dancing with someone who wanted to dance with him. 
“Sorry, but this dance is taken.” Declan’s deep voice rolled over me, and I shivered head to toe. His fingers touched my palm as he came to stand right behind him. Even with such minimal contact, the heat of his body warmed mine. 
The level of malice in Stacey’s expression was nauseating, and I didn’t dare look at Maggie. I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I still felt bad. As if sensing what I was feeling, his fingers slipped through mine and squeezed mine briefly. 
“Maybe the next one.” Connor shrugged with an easy smile.
“Not a chance, kid,” Declan said gruffly. “All her dances are taken.”
Oh, yes, please. I liked this version of him. When he tugged my hand gently, I went with him all too willingly. Declan led us to a spot where a few other couples danced, but we wouldn’t be bumping elbows, either. In the most gentlemanly way possible, his hand found the spot beneath my ribcage as he held my other. The obscene amount of space between us made me laugh. 
“What?” he scoffed with a wide smile. “This is how we dance, right?” 
“Is this how your mom taught you to dance?” I shot back playfully. When his feet moved, he took me with him in small steps. “There’s enough room here for your mom.”
“I did forget to ask her if it was okay if I danced with you,” he said. “I probably should’ve done that first.”
“You little rebel,” I teased
“I do what I can. But I plan to sweep you off your feet in a minute.”
“You haven’t yet.”
“I know. I haven’t tried yet,” Declan replied with that sexy smile of his. If this was him not trying, I was screwed because I was head-over-heels for this man. “I’m giving you fair warning.”
Those words were about all the warning I got before he spun me with the chorus of the song. I squeaked as he dragged me to him, his arm wrapping tight around my back. It was a really good thing this man turned me to putty because he could dance. The same way Sam could dance, only better. Definitely better. 
I, on the other hand, had no idea what I was doing as he stepped, swayed, and did everything else he was doing with those magic hips. My gaze flicked between staring at his handsome face and watching my own feet. 
“They’re steel-toed,” Declan told me, his hot breath fanning across my face. “Even if you step on me, I won’t feel a damn thing.”
“See,” I began with a sigh, “you say things like that and I want to stomp on your foot. Not because I’m mad or anything, but because I’m curious if you’d feel it.” 
“And this is why we hide sharp objects,” he told me, laughing.
And then this goddamn man dipped me. I squealed as my fingers dug into his bicep, and I squeezed his hand frantically. His laughter washed over me as he righted me. 
“I fucked you against the fridge.” His lips brushed my ear as he whispered. My body warmed head-to-toe at the memory. “Do you really think I’d drop you?”
“Those are two very different situations!”
“I guess we’ll have to repeat both to compare.”
“I’m okay with repeating the fridge. We’ll see about the latter,” I told him with the utmost confidence. As if I had any control over what this man would do with me as we danced. Spoiler alert: I didn’t. And he proved it as he dipped me a second time, lower than the first. I clung to him for dear life as he held me there for a moment with a mischievous grin. 
“I won’t drop you,” Declan reiterated. I believed him. I did. It didn’t stop me from not liking the whole being-suspended-over-the-ground thing. “I promise.”
“People are starting to stare,” I said quietly. “They’re going to start to think things about us.”
I knew what those things would entail. The better question was what would Declan do about it. Were we dancing just to dance? Was he as tired of it as I was? I didn’t even care that we’d barely been dating. The sneaking around just wasn’t me. 
“Then we should give them something to talk about,” he replied and swept me back into his arms. I was barely settled on my feet when his mouth landed on mine. His arm tightened around my back as he lifted me into his body until I teetered on my toes. I sank into him, eyes fluttering shut as I enjoyed the taste of him. The way his lips curled into a smile mid-kiss was contagious. Separating slightly, he whispered, “How’s that? Short of bending you over a table and fucking you in front of everyone while shouting mine, that’s the best I’ve got.”
How lumberjack caveman of him.
“Oh, well, if we must,” I feigned my annoyance. “Honestly, I think they’d like the show. Esther and Vera in particular.”
His head tilted slightly to the side as he glanced around me. A flash of a frown tugged on his lips, and he nodded.
“Considering they’re clapping over there right now, I think they probably would,” Declan commented. I laughed. Of course, Esther and Vera were clapping. “They’re going to take credit for this. I hope you know that.”
“Should I tell them how well you fucked me on New Year’s Eve?” I asked. “You did a stellar job. I think bragging rights should come with a hookup like that.”
“No.” He shook his head before spinning me again. “No. Nope. We don’t need to tell anyone about that. Or anything else we do for that matter. We can just hide from all of them.”
For what it was worth, just being in his arms was enough to feel like I was hiding from the world. I didn’t care what happened around us. I was lost in the moment with him. 
“You have work, baby,” I reminded him. “And I like people.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Somewhat! I like people somewhat,” I insisted. He made a small sound like he didn’t believe me and kissed me as the song came to an end. Lacing my fingers through his, I started to walk away from the dance area, but he stopped me. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” Declan asked. 
“The song is over.” 
“I said all your dances belonged to me,” he said with a grin. With a firm tug, he hauled me right back against his body. “We’re going to dance until you can’t stand straight, and then I’m taking you home and fucking you till you can’t walk anyway.”
I let him sweep me away in another dance because honestly, I enjoyed dancing with him. He was confident and sexy like this. It made my body tingle head to toe, my nerves reveling in the little ways his fingers brushed over mine or the way his hand splayed across my lower back to keep me close. I was painfully aware of every hard line of his body as we moved. The heat coursing through my body had nothing to do with the warmth of him, and the cool night air didn’t help. 
He had me hot and bothered, but I enjoyed the tease and the build-up. And the blazing desire in his dark eyes told me I wasn’t the only one enjoying the game. 
“What’re you thinking about?” I tapped a finger to the tip of his nose, prompting a huge grin out of him. 
“Bending you over a table and fucking you,” Declan admitted with a chuckle. “It’s either that or drag you home and fuck you all night long. It’s the dress. That goddamn dress is doing things to me.”
“You should see what I’m wearing underneath,” I told him playfully. That deep growl rumbled through him as he kissed me briefly. I added quietly, “Both are solid options. You sure your mom will let you have a sleepover?” 
“Shush,” he dismissed. “We’ll sneak you in through a window. You can climb the tree into the guest room. I’ll sneak you across the hall into my room. She’ll never know.” 
“Oh, that’s sexy.” My cheeks hurt from my big smile. “I get the chance to sneak into the elusive Declan Byrne’s bedroom? Sounds hot. I bet you have flannel sheets.”
“I do have flannel sheets.” He frowned as I giggled. “What? They’re my spring flannel.”
“Oh, my God!” I laughed harder. 
“What?” Declan exclaimed. He struggled to maintain his composure as we stopped dancing. I folded over laughing while he kept me upright. “They’re lighter than my winter flannel! But not as light as my summer flannel. And the color’s different depending on the season.”
“Please, tell me you have holiday flannel,” I practically wheezed. We were drawing attention, but I didn’t care. This shit was funny. 
“Of course I do. My holiday flannel is green and red,” he said. His resolve to not laugh broke. “You should see the rest of my house. It’s always flannel season.”
I gulped down several deep breaths as I tried to recompose myself. 
“For the record,” Declan added quickly. “Not everything is made of flannel fabric. It’s just flannel print.”
“That doesn’t matter. It still counts,” I said.
“Does it make you like me less?” he asked. 
“Absolutely not,” I assured him. Slipping my hand in his, I prompted him back into dancing. “If anything it makes me adore you more. Besides, eventually, you’ll have to deal with my crazy artist shit.”
Weirdly, it almost sounded as if we were teetering the line of discussing moving in together. My heart rate kicked up anxiously at the thought. It was way too early to be talking about that.
“You know, when you’re at my house,” I continued quickly, hoping he wouldn’t get the wrong idea. “There will be art stuff everywhere. And you might think because I plan to convert the garage into a studio that it’ll be contained there, but it won’t. It gets everywhere.”
“I’m okay with that.” Declan smiled while I bit my lower lip hard to keep from rambling. I highly doubted he’d be okay with my chaos. When my art bursts hit, I became a hurricane. Everything got sacrificed to my art. Schedule, food, space. You name it, and art took over it. Declan was well-organized and liked structure. Hopefully, that side of me didn’t scare him away. “I’d like to see your art one day if you’re okay with sharing it with me.”
“Really?” Short of my family, few friends had any interest in my art. I didn’t expect it. They supported me in the ways they were comfortable with. My art wasn’t for everyone. Even Liam hadn’t cared. He poured his time into taking care of us and letting me do my own thing without taking an interest in it. I got used to not showing it off as I grew older. Though, I always sent pictures to my mom. “You don’t have to. I know it’s not for—”
“Is it important to you?” he interrupted. 
“Yes.”
“Then it’s important to me,” Declan said with such conviction I believed him. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to share that part of me with him. “I mean that.”
“I know,” I whispered, standing on my tip-toes to kiss him swiftly. How the hell did I get so lucky with this man? I didn’t question it and just enjoyed every second of the time he offered me. From the soft expression on his handsome face, I wasn’t the only one thinking it. 
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The fucking stamina on this woman. We’d danced so long that my legs were tired, but she showed no signs of stopping. Her cheeks were flushed from laughing and smiling so much, her hair was a wildly gorgeous mess, and she’d kicked off her shoes in favor of dancing barefoot in the grass. The woman was chaos. Beautiful, unfettered chaos. She was wild and uninhibited with a heart of gold. 
Anyone who wanted to dance with her, she did, even indulging Henry’s half a dozen dances to discuss whatever popped into his head. She handled questions with ease and somehow managed to keep conversations short yet polite. I was more than happy to let her because I didn’t have that skill. No conversation lasted longer than five minutes, which in and of itself was impressive. The woman had magic skills to be coveted. 
I’d fully anticipated not spending much time with her in public when people found out. The people of Cedar Harbor had a way of inserting themselves into everything. They were just so damn nosy. 
How did you meet? 
How long have you been together?
What was your first date like? 
Is it serious?
Are you selling the Brooklyn house?
That last one always incited an awkward giggle out of her. However serious the connection was between us, I needed to keep in mind she was a widow and still adjusting. She had married a man and expected to spend the rest of her life with him. Dating again at thirty-one hadn’t been her plan. Slow and steady didn’t mean we had to ignore the intense connection. It just meant slow and steady progress forward, which I was ready for with her. 
“We need an escape plan,” Raven announced breathlessly. She swept her shoes off the ground and let out a huff of air. “I’m thoroughly danced out. And peopled out. Take me away, oh sweet lumberjack of mine.”
She held her arms out like she expected me to carry her. I chuckled. 
“Hop on, honey, but mind the dress. I don’t need you flashing half the men in Cedar Harbor,” I said. Turning my back to her, I crouched and beckoned her closer. 
“I haven’t had a piggyback ride in years!” she squealed with excitement. Her body collided with mine and damn near sent us toppling on the lawn. I hooked my hands under her thighs and hiked her into a better position as I stood. “Sorry!”
“You’re fine,” I assured her. I liked her enthusiasm. “You couldn’t take me out, even if you wanted.”
She most certainly could. One fucking smile was all she needed to do it too. 
With one arm hooked around my neck, Raven waved at people as we passed. The crowd had severely dwindled as the night wore on. I hadn’t expected to stay so long. Truthfully, the initial drama threatened to make me want to leave. Lucas got into a fight with Stacey shortly after I asked Raven to dance. Dipping into my wolf’s hearing told me she’d cornered him about not saying anything about who I was dating. Maggie had vanished with Ginny in tow. I owed Ginny a bottle or six of her favorite wine for doing so when she didn’t need to. 
And then there were the pack members present. While they’d never say a word, it was on their faces. It wasn’t hard to figure out where their concerns were. I was dating a human. It raised issues I had to deal with when she wasn’t around. 
But I tucked all of it away to deal with at another time. I let myself enjoy Raven. 
“You look really hot in that hat,” she whispered, her breath hot against my ear. She nipped my neck playfully as I carried her toward my truck parked at the far end of the parking lot. “It should stay on the list of things you keep wearing.”
“Flannel shirt and hat, got it.” I laughed. 
“Flannel, hat, and work boots,” she corrected. 
“No undershirt? Pants?” I teased. “Just me in a flannel shirt, hat, and my work boots.”
“Oh, you should cut wood like that!” She gasped and wiggled with excitement. “I could watch that all day.” 
“Honey, there’s no way in hell, I’m cutting wood without pants on. Not even for your entertainment.”
“Damn it,” she grumbled. I could hear the pout without ever looking at her. Oh, well. Sharp things weren’t allowed near my cock. Ever. 
I dropped her next to my truck, enjoying the delighted squeal she let out as I pushed her back against it and kissed her. Her mouth moved eagerly against mine, and her fingers gripped my shirt to pull me closer to her. I ran my hands down her sides and balled her skirt in my hands. It would’ve been so easy to yank it up over her hips and touch her right there. My cock twitched and strained against my jeans at the thought. 
I fumbled with the door. I needed to get her home. Now. Pulling away, I opened the door for her and offered a hand to help her up. Raven sat sideways in the passenger seat, her bare feet dangling as she leaned in for another brief kiss. 
“God, you’re incredible,” I told her softly as I tucked her hair behind her ear. Bracing one hand on the door and the other on the roof, I couldn’t resist tasting her mouth once more. Her tongue swept over my lips, and I let her in, stroking lazily. The tiny moan she let out sent a shiver down my spine. 
“You’re not too shabby yourself, baby.” 
“I have two questions for you. One I should’ve asked before, and one has been bothering me all night,” I said. She pursed her lips together. I could practically see the moment her mind ran away with a million potential things I could say. I kissed her again, using it to draw her back to me. “Don’t get ahead of me, honey. One is a really stupid question.”
“Okay,” Raven replied. Her shoulders wiggled as she sat a little taller to brace for it. Fuck, she was adorable. It made me grin like an idiot. “Hit me with it. What do you want to know?”
“Are the buttons on that dress real?” I asked. From the look on her face, she hadn’t been expecting that question. Why would she? 
“Yes!” She laughed, toying with the pearl buttons that started between the swells of her breasts and trailed down to her naval. “They’re real pearls too.”
Honestly didn’t care about that part. Real buttons meant I could undo every one of them to get my hands on her. That thought made me hot under the skin. 
“Second question—and the one I should’ve asked sooner,” I continued. “What’s your thing?”
“What do you mean?” 
“You said everyone has a kink and if they don’t, they hadn’t found theirs yet,” I reminded her. “I never asked you what yours is.”
“Oh, I'm fine, baby,” Raven dismissed. “I don’t need anything else. Promise.”
Well, that was a deflection if I’d ever heard one.
“Raven, what’s your thing? If we’re indulging mine, we’re going to indulge yours.” I meant that. 
“Don’t worry about it. It’s not Declan Byrne friendly.”
What the hell did that mean? I could guess, but I didn’t want to. I wanted her to tell me and wanted her to feel comfortable telling me
“I want to know, honey,” I insisted. She chewed on her lower lip, her eyes narrowing as she scrutinized me for a long moment of silence. None of her behavior reassured me about what I was offering to get myself into. “I think I have the right to decide.”
“It was a thing I discovered while in the open phase of my marriage,” Raven explained. She shrugged and glanced away, her gaze roaming over the cars around us. “It wasn’t something Liam wanted to get into, and I’m not expecting it of you. Just call it a… exploratory thing.”
That frustrated me. Both for myself and for her. I wanted her to be comfortable around me. But moreover, I needed to make sure she kept me separate from Liam, something Mom had mentioned could happen. 
“I mean this in the nicest way, Raven,” I began quietly as I hooked a finger under her chin to make her look at me. “And I mean this with no disrespect to your late husband, but I’m not him. I need you to remember that and give me my own chances.” 
“I’m sorry—”
“Don’t be,” I interrupted, hoping I could wipe away the guilt on her face. “I told you I’m here for all of it. I meant that. So, what’s your thing?”
“My thing is exhibitionism,” she whispered. “And that just doesn’t work for someone like you. Someone with a very public image. So, I’m okay.”
“Like performing for people?” I carefully held my face as I processed what she’d said. “Or letting people watch you have sex?”
As much as I wanted to say I could do those things for her, I couldn’t. Sure, I was comfortable naked around my pack because it bordered necessity if I didn’t want to spend my paycheck just on clothes. But sex in front of others? That was off the table.
“There are layers to exhibitionism that people don’t understand. I don’t outwardly enjoy people watching me. I tried, and it just didn’t do it for me. But the idea of getting caught having sex somewhere public? That…” Her breath hitched in her throat. The look in her eyes said everything I needed to know about what it did to her. Desire and excitement swirled together in those whiskey eyes as she took my hand and placed it high under her dress. I took the silent invitation to touch her. The fancy lace of panties offered little in the way of coverage. I stroked her through the fabric in long passes. With every pass, the damp spot on her panties grew. I watched her face closely, catching the sigh of relief that passed through her parted lips. She steadied herself on my shoulders as I stepped closer. “That… does things to me you have no idea…”
But I did understand the euphoric look on her face as her eyes slid shut. I felt it every damn time I used my teeth. I leaned into her and kissed the spot beneath her ear. While I did, I slipped my fingers around her flimsy panties and touched her warm center. Fuck, she was dripping. While I never had an issue turning her on, this was different. This was more. Her body shuddered when I slipped two fingers inside her. Her muscles fluttered and clenched my fingers, drawing me deeper. Fuck, she was right there. 
The music was loud and, despite the slowly dispersing crowd, the chatter was plenty. People moved around freely, including throughout the parking lot to leave. We might’ve been in a corner, but that didn’t matter. The risk of getting caught was there. All someone had to do was get close enough to hear her whimpers and moans or walk around the side of my truck to see my girl riding my hand. This was her thing. 
And fuck, I’d be lying if I said the risk of it didn’t get to me. In a good way. Maybe it was the way she helped me shed a bit of the pressure I felt to be something else. But I’d be lying if I didn’t say it made me hard to think that anyone could see us like this. They’d know it was me who made her desperate and needy in the back of a parking lot. They’d know it was my name she moaned as her hips rolled against my hand to chase her orgasm. 
“Bite me, Declan,” Raven whispered between quick pants. Her hand came up fast, knocking my hat off. Her fingers tangled in my hair while her head tilted back, exposing her neck for me. “Please.” 
“Are you sure?” I asked against her skin, barely clinging to what restraint I had. The request alone did things to me. “It’s where people—”
“Please!” she whimpered. Who was I to tell my girl no? I sank my teeth into her tender neck. She gasped loudly, and I thrust my fingers deeper into her. Her grip on my hair tightened, holding me in place as I slowly increased the pressure of my bite. The rapid thrumming of her pulse beneath the flat of my tongue was an aphrodisiac incomparable to anything else. My cock ached as I focused solely on getting her off. I wanted to be buried deep inside her. To feel her vice grip on my dick as she milked me for all I was worth. 
I curled my fingers against the spot I knew would make her fall apart in my hands. A strangled cry caught in her throat as she came hard, her muscles pulsating hot and tight around my fingers. I continued to pump into her, carrying her through it until her body slowed. When it did, I pulled my fingers out and gripped her thigh. 
I released her neck as she sagged into me, her body melting against mine. I ran my tongue over the mark I’d left behind and kissed it gently. With a slight tug on my hair, she pulled my lips to hers in a lazy kiss. Slow and sweet wasn’t going to cut it for me. I was too wound up for that. My mouth crushed hers in a heated kiss, my tongue sweeping against her tongue. Her hands splayed over my ribs and ran down my side. She inched toward the edge of the seat, taking me with her until my cock was pressed against her center. 
Breathless, we broke apart. Her cheeks were flushed as she smiled brilliantly at me. Those whiskey eyes sparkled in the darkness, and the expression on her face made it clear she was far from done with me. The feeling was mutual. I ran my knuckles down the column of her neck. I admired the imprint of my teeth on her neck and the slight swelling in her soft skin, knowing it’d bruise deep. 
God, she was unbelievably attractive. The woman did things to me. Inexplicable things I’d never experienced before.
“Hips up,” I ordered. With a curious expression, she did as I asked. I hooked my fingers in her panties and dragged them off her. Dangling them on my fingers, I leaned in closer as I said, “From now on, every time you’re in a dress, you won’t be wearing panties.”
“Oh?” she let out as I nipped at her ear. 
“I want that hot little cunt of yours left free for me to play with however the fuck I want when we’re out, do you understand?” From the full-body shudder that rolled through her, she did. “And believe me, I’m going to see just how many places around this town I can make you come.” 
“Okay,” Raven whispered as she bit her lip. “Can I have those back?”
“No. You can earn them back later.”
“Earn them? How?” 
“You’ll see.” I kissed her briefly before turning her legs right in the seat. “For now, we’re getting out of here. I have an idea.” 
And it was a hell of an idea—one I knew she’d enjoy. 
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On the south side of the marina was a long stretch of beach with one of the best views in Cedar Harbor. People rarely frequented the beach except when fishing boats were loading and unloading at the docks for the day. It offered the perfect place to indulge my curiosity about what she was into. It was also a hell of a lot closer than either of our houses, which was a huge motivating factor. I wasn’t thinking much with my brain. My cock was in full control of my decisions. The way Raven squirmed in her seat and pressed her thighs together as I drove did nothing to help the matter. 
I parked on the gravel, making sure to avoid the sand. The last thing I needed was to get stuck in the sand and have to call Sam for a tow. I’d never hear the end of that shit. 
“Stay here,” I ordered as I parked and turned off my truck. The look she gave me told me she wouldn’t listen. I both adored and despised her push-the-red-button attitude. “Fine, you can help me carry these.” 
Reaching behind the seats, I pulled out a stack of freshly washed blankets and piled them in her arms before grabbing more. 
“Okay,” Raven said. I climbed out of the truck to meet her around on her side, but she beat me to it. Chin resting on the blanket pile, she asked, “So, what are we doing?” 
“Well, it’s not bending you over a table at community night, but it’s not exactly private either,” I replied. Moving around to the back of the truck, I dropped the tailgate and began spreading out the blankets. 
“You don’t have to do this, Declan,” she whispered. I took her blankets anyway, adding them to the growing mound of plush. “I appreciate the gesture.”
“Feel free to come over here and tell that to my cock,” I told her. “I’m still rock hard after watching you come all over my hand in the parking lot. If I don’t get my hands on you soon… well, I don’t want to think of that.”
I leaned against the tailgate, watching her in the moonlight. I could stare at her day and night and my fascination with her would never fade. Holding out a hand, I took hers and tugged her toward me. The kiss I planted on her lips was chaste and unassuming. 
“If you want to leave, we can,” I murmured. “Or you can climb in the back of my truck and teach me how all of this works for you. I can’t ever fuck you in front of anyone else intentionally.”
“I don’t want that.”
“And admittedly, the most adventurous place I’ve had sex would be against your kitchen fridge.”
“Really?”
“Yes.” I nodded. “I’ve only ever had sex in a bed before you. Lame? Maybe. But I am who I am. That being said, I’m in this with you a hundred percent, honey. Intriguing kinks, weird artist habits, broken past, and all. All you have to do is let me try.”
My heart hammered rapidly in my chest. It felt an awful lot like I was about to learn what I was made of. I’d gone through this before when I realized I needed to understand my urges and figure out what I enjoyed. 
She didn’t respond. Instead, she ran her hands up my chest and over my shoulders as she kissed me. I grabbed the back of her thighs and lifted her onto the edge of my truck bed. Fingers tangled in hair, kisses turned frenzied, tongues battled. My breath was her breath, her legs hiked up over my hips, and her hands slid under my shirt. I was hot all over, and I couldn’t get enough of her. I needed more. 
When her teeth nipped the side of my neck playfully, I growled, my hips grinding against hers. Her wet cunt left a damp spot on the front of my jeans, and that was damn near enough to make me bury my cock in her right there. 
“More,” Raven pleaded breathlessly. 
“Anything you want, honey,” I told her. Hopping into the bed with her, I laid down and pulled her on top of me. Her hands braced on my chest as she straddled me, wiggling to get comfortable. Cheeks flushed, lips puffy, and eyes bright in the moonlight, she was a beautiful sight to take in. And she was mine. 
That last thought hit me like a truck. Powerful and unexpected emotions washed over me. She could’ve had anyone in the world, and yet she picked me. If there was ever a woman I wouldn’t be worthy of having, it was her. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked quietly, her head tilting slightly as she studied me. 
“Nothing.” I smiled. “Have I told you how gorgeous you are?”
“It’s the dress, isn’t it?” she teased. 
“That dress is… fuck, that dress has had a vice grip on my cock all night,” I admitted with a groan and enjoyed her laughter. “But it’s not the dress. You could be in that dress, in that paint-stained sweatshirt of yours, or completely naked, and you’ll always look amazing. It’s just you, honey. You’re amazing.” 
“Thank you,” Raven replied. “I think me naked is your favorite though.”
“It’s definitely my favorite.” I ran my palms up her bare thighs and pushed her dress up over her hips, leaving her bare cunt open for me to look at. Taking the initiative, she palmed my dick through my jeans. I thrust slightly into her hand, needing and wanting more of her touch. She quickly undid my belt and pants. The eager expression on her face made me grin as she took out my cock. That smile faded fast as she stroked me base to tip. Swiping her thumb over my slit, she brought it to her mouth and sucked my pre-cum off. God, that was hot. I moaned. “Fuck, honey.” 
She wiggled those sexy hips of hers until the warmth and wetness of her cunt hugged my cock. Supporting herself on my stomach, she rolled forward. Oh, fuck me. My head tipped back as the onslaught of sensations the simple motion sent cascaded through my body. Liquid heat built at the base of my spine with every pass of her hips as she damn near caressed me with her cunt. The woman would make me come if she kept doing that. My fingers dug into her hips, holding her still. Not yet. Not like that. There was no way in hell I’d do so before she had a chance to at least a few times. From that sexy smile she gave me, she knew what she was doing to me.
“Open your dress,” I ordered gruffly. Raven took her time undoing every pearl. When she opened the last one, I said, “Take it off.”
She shrugged the sleeves off and let her dress gather around her waist. The lacy little thing she wore was an excuse for a bra, decorative and matching the panties I had balled up in my back pocket. I sat up and ran my tongue over the flimsy fabric, tugging and sucking on her pert nipple. 
“Oh,” she breathed out. Her hands balled in my hair as I lavished her perfect tits with my tongue and teeth. Her chest rose and fell rapidly while she rubbed her clit on my cock, using me to chase her orgasm. I sank my teeth into the soft swell of one breast, enjoying the delighted gasp she let out. “Yes… yes… oh, Dec.”
I loved how she couldn’t say my full name when in the throes of her own pleasure. 
“Does my girl need to come?” I asked when the motion of her hips grew frantic. She nodded, and I leaned back, sliding my hand between us. I pressed my thumb to her clit and circled. My name fell off her lips on repeat as she held onto my shoulders and rode my hand. I watched her, enjoying the rising blush spreading across her chest and flushing her cheeks. With her eyes shut and her head tilted back, she lost herself in it. 
“Stop!” Raven suddenly gasped and grabbed my wrist. She shook her head. “I… if you… I’m going to…”
Panting, she pulled my hand away and tried to regain her composure. It took me a moment to catch on. 
“Raven,” I began with a growing smile, “are you about to—”
“Yes,” she interrupted quickly. Her cheeks flamed bright, and I realized she was embarrassed by it. That wouldn’t do. My girl didn’t need to feel embarrassed by something natural. Not when it was so damn hot having her squirt for me. I wrapped an arm around her waist and flipped her under me as she squealed. Settling between her thighs, I nudged her legs apart. I traced the lines of her chest tattoo with my tongue and made my way up to her neck, nipping playfully. 
“Don’t stop it,” I said. I flattened my hand to her knee and pushed her legs open wider. As I trailed my fingers up her thigh, I whispered in her ear, “I told you I would make you come like that again, and I mean what I say.”
“But…” Her body shuddered as I barely touched her clit, her hips lifting off the blankets. She was primed and ready. Right there and needing it. I circled her entrance with my middle finger and enjoyed the tiny whimper of desperation she let out. I dipped one finger inside her and then two. Her muscles contracted tight around me, pulling me deeper. Picking a steady pace, I curled my fingers against that spot guaranteed to push her over the edge and fucked her fast. She bit her lip and buried her face in my shoulder with quiet moans. 
“I thought you liked the thrill of getting caught.” I pulled back so she couldn’t hide from me. “Stop holding back on me, honey. I want to hear you come. I want anyone around to hear my name as you come.”
And I did want that. If we were going to tempt fate and put on a show, it’d be a damn good one. 
Her nails dug into my forearm as she gave in. Her hips rocked against my hands, and her head tipped back with a loud moan. I peppered feather-light kisses along her shoulder and up her neck, burying my teeth over her pulse once more. 
“Oh!” she exclaimed, her back arching into me. Her muscles pulsated around my fingers. My name fell off those sexy lips on repeat as she writhed under me. Pulling my fingers out, I circled her clit fast, and she lost all control. She came hard in a rush of liquid that pooled between her thighs and soaked the blanket. I was relentless, only letting up when she was shaking.
“Good girl,” I whispered. I tried to kiss her gently, but she was having none of it. Her fingers tangled in my hair, and her tongue shoved past my lips hungrily. 
“Please, fuck me,” Raven gasped into my mouth. “Please. Please. Please.” 
“Whatever my girl wants,” I said. And I was so tired of waiting. I needed her as badly as she needed me. Shifting my weight, I reached for my wallet, but she grabbed my hand. 
“You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I’m on birth control,” she told me. I hesitated as she caught me off-guard. That was something I’d never done before. I’d never considered it either. “If you don’t—”
I captured her mouth to cut her off. It was a night for trying new things, so why not? I trusted her, I loved her, even if I couldn’t bring myself to tell her, and I wanted to keep trying new things with her. Running my hand over the curve of her hip, I positioned myself between her thighs. Her legs cradled me as my cock nudged her entrance. She rose up, eager and ready. Inch by inch, I slid into her. 
Fuck me. I wasn’t ready for this. I froze with my heart pounding so hard in my chest I was sure she could hear it. Her warmth and wetness like this… I couldn’t describe it. This wouldn’t last long. And it’d take some getting used to. Her body rocked against mine, and I pinned her hip to the bed of the truck. 
“Don’t move,” I growled, resting my forehead on her collarbone. I drew in a sharp breath. “Just… give me a minute.”
“Okay,” Raven whispered. Her fingers trailed gentle strokes down my back—something I forced myself to focus on. Fuck, I was a thirty-four-year-old man, not a damn teenager. This wasn’t supposed to be an issue, but there was no way in hell I was going to blow my load before we even started. 
Thank God for her patience with me. 
When I was ready, I kissed my way up her neck and found her mouth. I devoured the low moan that came out of her as I thrust into her. I was slow and meticulous, doing everything I could to make it last. But damn, if she didn’t make it difficult. Everything about her was hot. The way her legs locked around me, the way her hands grabbed my ass to pull me in deeper, the way she writhed beneath me to chase down her orgasm. All of it pushed me toward the edge. She was impossibly tight and liquid heat. Her muscles fluttered around my length, creating a sensation unlike anything I’d ever experienced.
“I need you to come, honey,” I murmured desperately against her mouth, my breath ragged and my pulse racing. “I can’t hold it much longer.” 
I reached between us to circle her clit, fast and hard, how she liked. 
“Don’t stop, don’t stop,” she breathed out. I kissed the line of her neck and teased her flesh with my teeth. Her body held mine in a vice grip, milking me hard as she came. “Oh… yes, yes, yes!”
As if the words gave me permission, I lost hold of the only thread left I had to keep me from coming. I thrust faster and harder, driving into her. My balls tightened and my body jerked as I filled her with every last drop of cum I had to offer. When the overwhelming rush of sensations began to subside, I braced myself on my elbows and lifted my weight off of her. She kissed me, her fingers brushing through my hair and over my shoulders. 
When I made a move to slip out of her, her legs tightened around me.
“Stay,” Raven whispered. “Just for a minute? I like you like this.” 
“Okay.” I took the time to kiss every beautiful inch of her face. She shut her eyes with a tiny sigh as I continued to dote on her. This was a level of intimacy I didn’t know existed—wrapped around each other with no boundaries. I came so damn close to telling her I loved her, but the words stuck in my throat.
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I shifted in my seat before getting up and walking down the pristinely white hallway. I was restless. It wasn’t that I didn’t like hospitals. Who liked hospitals? I just didn’t feel comfortable. At Mom’s insistence, we had all made the drive to see Michael. Only Lucas wasn’t with us, which I was a little envious of his rotating shifts with the fire departments putting him out of town. 
What did I say? What could I say? What did anyone say to someone who lost half a leg? 
With Michael finally in a stable place, we were also there to talk to him about what had happened. We had Connor’s story, but we needed Michael to fill in what he knew. 
“What? No one brought me IHOP?” Michael asked with a laugh as we walked into the room. Mom stopped at the front of the group, leveling a stare at him. The nurse checking his IV mirrored that glare. “You’re going to find me funny one day, Joy. I promise you. She’s going to find me funny. At this point, she’s stuck with me for a while.”
Joy let out a quiet huff of annoyance, but I caught the way her lips tipped upward in a tiny smile when he gave her a lopsided grin. Good old Michael’s charm. At least he felt good enough to be charming. 
“Did you know,” he said loudly when the nurse left, “that phantom limb is a thing? I sometimes still feel my toes. It’s like my leg is a ghost.”
“And here I was expecting you to be in a crappy mood,” Sam commented. We filtered in where we could. Mom, Sam, Finn, Nolan, and me. It was cramped. The room wasn’t meant for so many people. 
“I would be. I will be. The drugs are really good,” Michael admitted. “I can’t feel shit. Except for ghost toes. I have ghost toes. I’m going to take Nurse Joy to IHOP when all of this is over. I’m going to crack that grumpy face of hers.”
“Well, you’ll have plenty of time to charm her, honey,” Mom said as she patted his hand. “It’s good to hear you talk.”
“How are my kids?” he asked. 
“The school has them filtered between a few classrooms for the last few weeks of class,” she told him. He groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose. 
“I hate that for them. That’s too many kids in one space.”
“I know, but it was the best solution the school had,” Mom replied. “They brought David in along with Charlotte to talk about your accident with your class.”
“No one told me exactly what the town thinks happens,” Michael said. “We’re not exactly telling them I lost my leg to a wolf.”
“Car accident,” I stated from my spot by the window. “You and Connor were out late, hit a deer, hit a tree. Connor fared pretty well all things considered, but you had to be airlifted here.”
“So, whose car got wrecked?” he asked. “Someone had to have their car wrecked, right?”
“Lucky for you, you two happen to know a mechanic in town who likes to restore cars and has a few too many junk cars lying around ripe for wrecking,” Sam assured him. “Everyone thinks you two were doing me a favor and test-driving a car for me. A couple of customers have questioned my skill at this point but whatever.” 
“At least my car is safe,” Michael said through a yawn. “And I lost my left leg, so I can drive.”
Just how strong were the meds that he was on? The guy was loopy. Not that I blamed him. I couldn’t imagine being in his position. Even if he wasn’t my favorite person, I never would’ve wished this on him. Or anyone.  
“Are you tired?” Mom asked. 
“A little.” He shrugged. “I sleep a lot, but I feel like I need to sleep more.” 
“Okay,” She nodded slowly. “Michael, we know what Connor says happened, and we believe him. That’s not an issue. We were wondering if you could tell us what happened.”
“That wolf,” he began with a sigh, “is fucking huge. I haven’t seen a wolf that big… ever. 
We all knew that much.
“We were just running,” Michael continued. “Nothing much. And I know… I know I should’ve waited. I’ve just been putting so much into this new program with Raven—how is she? Is the program kicking her ass too?”
“She’s a little tired,” I told him. “But she’s doing okay. Nolan and Ginny are there. And it seems like there’s always half a dozen people in there anyway to lend a hand. The kids are well taken care of.”
“Is it true she bought the store next to Nolan’s to build a center for them?” he asked, and I nodded. “She paid outright for all my medical expenses so far and is going to keep paying for all of them. Connor couldn’t keep it a secret, even though she wanted him to. She can’t do that. It’s too much, Declan.” 
“Trust me, it won’t dent her monthly income. Don’t feel bad.” I pointedly avoided all the eyes that turned to look at me. 
“Got yourself a sugar mama?” Sam muttered under his breath. From the way his mouth pressed into a tight line, I knew he was trying not to laugh. And that was exactly why I didn’t want him to know.
“I think Nolan wrote a book like this,” Finn added quietly, not bothering to hide his stupid grin. 
Why I didn’t want any of them to know.
“Tell her thank you,” Michael said. “And then just keep telling her thank you for me.”
“I’ll let you do it when you come back soon,” I replied and made sure I sounded confident it’d happen. Truthfully, we had no idea when Michael would be in a good enough condition to return. 
“Okay.” He sighed. “Anyway, I needed to run. I haven’t been running my wolf. I’ve just been too tired, and I needed to. I couldn’t wait for the next pack run. Not with everything else going on. Connor offered to come with me. So, we went. I wanted to keep it short. Just enough to take the edge off, you know?” 
I knew that feeling all too well.
“That hit came out of nowhere,” he whispered. “I don’t know how it happened… or what happened, but one minute we were running and the next I’ve got this white thing on top of me, kicking my ass. Connor tried to help, I think. I imagine he would. I remember the pain. I remember thinking this was how I was going out. A lot of it’s a blur.”
We knew enough from Connor to fill in the blurry spots. Connor had attempted to distract the wolf and got hurt in the process. When they were both down, the wolf left, and Connor ran for help. Thankfully, the wolf didn’t return while he was gone.
“That’s okay,” Mom told him and squeezed his hand. 
“I surprised it,” Michael said. 
“We know,” I said. “The same thing happened when we came upon it when it attacked me.”
“No.” He shook his head. “When I shifted back, it was still there. It paused. It paused, Declan, and I swear for a second, it was like it recognized me. Like it knew me.” 
A chill ran down my spine. 
“I shifted back mid-attack, and it stopped,” he continued. “It knew me. I swear on everything I am, it knew me. Even just for a second.” 
“The question is consciously or subconsciously,” Nolan replied, giving voice to what I knew all of us were thinking. 
There was a damn good chance the bridge between wolf and human was beginning to form. And fuck, if that wasn’t the best news we’d had in a while. If that bridge between animal and humanity was forming, it meant the human inside the wolf was slowly gaining control. 
It meant there was a light at the end of the tunnel. 
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I knew the people of Cedar Harbor were nosy. Hell, I’d grown up with nosy neighbors. But I wasn’t prepared. Not mentally anyway. And I was good at handling people, but good Lord. They were so nosy. From the moment Declan kissed me at community night, the questions were endless. 
Cedar Harbor needed more people for other people to gossip about. 
With Nolan and Declan in Olympia to see Michael, I was left to man The Treehouse alone until Ginny could leave the church to help me. The kids were at school and most people were at work, leaving me alone with one of Nolan’s books to read. The man knew how to write smut. It left me fanning myself at the counter.
It also left me wanting to text ideas to Declan.
Which was exactly when Maggie walked in. I closed my book and waited. I’m sure she had a laundry list of things to say. I knew how angry Stacey was. I could only imagine how upset Maggie was. Ginny had given me a mini-run down via text to prepare me. It wasn’t pretty. I could guarantee both women had a lot more to say. How much I’d listen to was a different story. 
“Book three of the Queen’s Quartet was his best book in my opinion,” Maggie said, nodding to the book. “Made me wish I had a bigger bathtub.”
“Well, I’m only on two,” I replied. “But I like Stephen and Emily’s story.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked. “You knew what he and I are—”
“Were,” I corrected. I wasn’t sure if it was mean or not for me to be pointing it out, but I felt like an important distinction to be made. “What you were. And I didn’t have anything to tell you. I met him before I moved here.”
“Did you follow him here?”
“No. I didn’t even know his full name until he showed up in my living room annoyed at my house-fixing tactics.” Maybe that was too much information to give. Oh, well. 
“But you knew,” Maggie continued, “what he and I have. Why would you continue to pursue him?” 
“Because I don’t owe you anything.” I leaned on the counter, folding my hands together to hide the fact that I was trembling. Holding my own, I could do. But confrontation wasn’t something I enjoyed. “You and I will never see eye-to-eye on this, and I don’t see the point in us doing this. When I found out about you, I gave Declan a choice. Me or you. He made his choice. If you have an issue with anyone, it should be him you talk to. Not me.”
There. That was diplomatic enough without being mean. 
“I’m sorry you’re hurting,” I added because I felt bad for her. 
“I’m sorry we said all those mean things about you at book club,” Maggie said. “If I’d known—”
“You still would’ve said those things, just not to my face,” I interjected. There was no denying it. It was exactly what I—and pretty much every other scorned woman—would do. I shrugged and offered her a sad smile. “You don’t have to like me.”
“The problem is I do like you,” she admitted. Well good. Because mostly, I liked her too. The Declan situation aside, of course. Though, I wasn’t sure there was a future for our friendship. “And I’m having a very hard time with it.” 
“That’s okay,” I told her and fell silent. I wasn’t sure what else to say. 
“Do you want to drink coffee and talk about Nolan’s books?” Maggie asked quietly. From the look on her face, it was obvious she didn’t want to leave. “No Declan talk. I promise. No shit-talking you either.”
“Can we spoil the bathtub scene?” I replied as I swiped up the book and went to get coffee across the store. She headed in the other direction to pull Nolan’s book off the shelf. 
Maybe I was treading precarious waters by agreeing to hang out with her. There was a good chance this would blow up in my face, but at the very least, I could say I tried. Books were a safe middle ground for conversation. Very little could go wrong with book conversations.  
Standing there, I couldn’t help but wonder what Declan would think of the whole thing either. As Maggie chatted loudly—her voice dramatically happier while she put on a front—I texted Declan. 
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Text bubbles appeared and disappeared several times before he finally responded.
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Good Lord. What was this man? 
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I snorted, hiding my laughter at my statement. If the man knew just how many fictional characters were on my claim list, he’d question my sanity. 
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I kind of liked that he thought of me in such a way.
[image: image-placeholder]
He what? I faltered at that. There was no denying the intense feelings between us, but what the hell did much more than like mean?  
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I had no hope of not laughing at that one. I buried my face in my hands, snorting quietly as I tried to regain my composure. It was such a horrible joke, but I couldn't help myself. 
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He did what now? I hadn’t gotten to the hotel scene, but I couldn’t wait to.  
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Wait. What? I was in the middle of typing out my response when he called. 
“You can’t tell a soul that I said that,” Declan said when I answered. 
“Is he really—”
“Yes, but you don’t know,” he interrupted. “And you can’t say a word to anyone. It’s the one thing I shouldn’t have said to you. I got a little too comfortable in the back and forth, and I didn’t think about what I sent before I sent it.”
“Okay,” I whispered. I held up a finger to Maggie as I put more distance between us. “I won’t tell anyone. I promise. I’m very impressed that all of you have kept the secret so well.”
Nolan Byrne was a virgin. I wasn’t expecting that, especially not after reading his books. 
“With a few well-placed rumors,” Declan admitted. “He’ll figure out what works for him when he’s ready. We may give each other shit but not when it matters most.”
“Seriously, all of you are adorable.”
“That’s what every grown man wants to be called.” He laughed. I missed the sound. It just didn’t sound the same over the phone. “But enough about that. How are you? Are you comfortable hanging out with her? She didn’t say anything?”
“Just wanted some information about the situation,” I told him softly. “But I directed her back to you. You can handle it. So, now we’re going to talk about Nolan’s books and drink coffee.”
“Okay, but are you comfortable with it?”
“It’s a weird dynamic considering I know what she thought of me before she knew I was me,” I said. “But it could be worse.”
“Okay.”
“Will I see you tonight?” 
“Probably not.” Declan sighed. “We haven’t left Olympia yet. I think Mom wants to do dinner here, so we won’t be home until late. But we’re still painting tomorrow.”
“I haven’t decided on room colors!” I exclaimed. Paint buckets lined my half-primed living room walls, but I still had no idea what color I wanted. 
“Well, you have until tomorrow to figure it out,” he replied. “I have to go but feel free to text whenever. I miss you.”
“I miss you too. Will you text me when you get home?” 
“Of course. I’ll talk to you later.”
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I hadn’t picked a color. From the look on Declan’s face when he walked in with coffee and hot sandwiches at five in the damn morning, he wasn’t surprised. After a quick breakfast, he made his way through the living room to finish priming the top half of my house. Meanwhile, I followed the light through the windows and plucked off the different paint chips I had tacked to the wall, taking off the ones that didn’t look right depending on the sun’s color. 
Four hours later, I was still chasing sunlight while Declan was sprawled out on the tarps with my tablet in hand. To pass the time, he perused my digital art portfolio. The lack of commentary was borderline stressful. The pensive expression on his face didn’t help. What was he thinking? 
“I have a question,” Declan announced as he rotated my tablet to study the picture he was looking at. The tight furrowing of his brow was adorable. “Are you… were you… how do I put this delicately?”
“Was I watching them have sex?” I asked, laughing.
“Yeah.” His lips pressed together as he nodded slowly. He rotated the tablet once more. I wasn’t sure what he was doing. Changing the angle didn’t suddenly change how the picture looked. 
“Sometimes,” I told him. “And sometimes I used intimate photos for reference.”
“How long were they having sex like this?” His completely bewildered expression made me laugh. “What the fuck is his stamina like?” 
“Baby!” I exclaimed with a wide grin. “I don't paint them while they’re in front of me. I just do a sketch or two. Sometimes I’d take a few photos for reference to look back on.”
“How was I supposed to know that?”
“Sometimes I took short videos.”
“Are you paying them to do this?” Declan asked. His gaze flicked up to me, amusement lighting his dark eyes. I held my tongue. I knew full well what he was going to say. Though, I was pretty sure my expression gave me away as he chuckled. “So, you made porn.”
“I did not!” I retorted.
“You did! You paid these people to let you film them. Short clips or not,” he pointed out. 
“I left them faceless,” I said as if it helped my cause.
“Sometimes porn blurs out faces.” He shrugged. “I’m just saying, honey, you showed my mom porn… artistic and wildly fascinating porn.” 
Wildly fascinating porn. Never had my art been described as such. If it’d been anyone else saying it, I probably would’ve thrown something at them. Somehow, he made it sound like a compliment. Or maybe I just liked him that much.
“Also, it’s not sexy,” I told him. “There’s a lot of finding the right position and then holding still so I could draw them. Half the time no one had sex. A lot of the models in the starting pictures are clothed to some degree.”
“It looks sexy. There's a lot of activity for a clothed photo,” Declan replied. He swiped to the next picture and frowned. “That is a very big dick. Fuck, he makes me look small.”
No one could make Declan look small.
“It’s perspective,” I said with a giggle, knowing exactly who he was talking about. 
“There’s a lot of individual people in this too,” he continued like I didn’t know what was in my portfolio. “Okay, but this one… the movement—is that the word? I tried researching art terms. It got overwhelming fast.”
Oh, my little artist’s heart. The little ways this man proved his investment in me made me melt in ways I never knew possible. 
“It’s probably the right term,” I told him. “Depending on what you’re trying to say.”
“Well, like… this one.” He showed me a picture of one of my favorite paintings. “The movement of the paint? I don’t know what I’m trying to say. It just looks very realistic across their bodies.”
I knew exactly what he was trying to say. The series alone had been a blast. The couples I’d used had enjoyed every minute of it. One couple had even said they felt more connected afterward. 
Tilting my head, I considered him for a long moment. Considering his kink involved marking, I knew he’d enjoy a live demonstration. That was, if he could let go long enough to try it. 
“Take your clothes off,” I ordered as I took my tablet back and put it in the kitchen. By the time I made it to my art room, he hadn’t moved. I gestured to all of him. “Take it all off, baby. I’m serious. I’m going to show you.”
“I’m not sure…” his voice trailed off while I rummaged through my art supplies. One of the weirder art things I kept in stock was edible body paint. I rarely used it, and its shelf life wasn’t long. However, I’d enjoyed doing those paintings so much that I kept them around in case the opportunity to do so ever arose. Granted, the people in Cedar Harbor were much less exploratory than those in Chicago and New York. I had a feeling I’d never use them. 
Holding two small jars of paint, one yellow and one blue, I returned to find him still in his jeans. I pinned a scolding stare on him. 
“Everything means everything, Mister!” I said. “I’ll be joining you.”
His hesitancy was endearing, and I quickly undressed to prove I meant it. By the time I was naked, his dick was shamelessly hard. When he was sitting back on the tarps on my living room floor, I settled in his lap with his dick pressed against my belly. 
“So, the idea behind the series was to document how different couples touch each other when they’re intimate,” I told him. 
“I’m already a fan of this,” Declan replied. When he tried to touch my breasts, I swatted his hands away. 
“Not yet.” I opened a jar of paint and began smearing it across his chest, abs, and shoulders in a generous layer of blue. His dick twitched between us as I ran my hands over his shoulders and his thighs behind my ass.  “I picked primary colors. Do you know what primary colors are?”
“I do.” He grinned. “Red, blue, and yellow.”
“Good boy.” I rewarded him with a chaste kiss. “And when two primary colors mix, what do they make?” 
“Secondary colors.” His chin tilted upward, readying for another kiss, and I gave it. 
“Good. And tertiary colors?” I tested him, curious to see what he’d researched. 
“When a primary and a secondary color are mixed?” The concentration on his face as he tried to recall the answer made me smile. He was so far out of his comfort zone but still trying. I adored it.
“That’s correct.” I kissed him once more before setting aside the blue jar. “Grab the yellow jar for me and open it please.”
“Do I get to cover you in paint now?” Declan asked. 
“Yes, you do,” I said. It was an interesting position to be in. I’d never experimented with my own artistic concepts. But the feel of his hands as they ran over my breasts and his thumbs brushing paint over my nipples was wickedly arousing. I struggled to hold still. I didn’t want to ruin the experiment before we started but damn it, I wanted to rub myself against his hard length. Clearing my throat, I continued, “It’s edible—the paint. So hands, tongues, and teeth can be involved. Keep it away from your dick and my vagina.”
“Oh, so we’re trusting my ability to free-dive this one,” he commented. 
“Or we’ll have to get creative.” I groaned as he massaged paint onto my inner thighs. Holding still was a lot harder than I’d anticipated. “At the end, you’ll be able to see everywhere we touched—everywhere you left your mark on my body.”
His gaze swept down my body. There it was. That deep growl in his throat as I hooked him into the idea. 
“And it washes off, right?” 
“Yes.”
“Let me take your picture after.” His fingers dug into my hips as he guided me closer. Heat blossomed in my core as his cock gently stroked my clit. I nodded and took his mouth with mine, my tongue meeting his in a hungry battle. His arm locked around my waist, and he carefully rolled us, putting me on my back. Lips against mine, he murmured, “Before this stuff gets everywhere…” 
Instead of finishing the sentence, he propped himself between my thighs. His warm breath rolled over my center, and I wiggled with anticipation. 
“Fuck, you look like art splayed out like this,” he whispered. “You are so fucking gorgeous. Play with your nipples for me, honey.” 
I skimmed my fingers up my stomach and over my breasts. Taking my nipples between two fingers, I pinched and rolled them slowly. When I did, his tongue ran through my wetness. I moaned, my head tipping back and my back arching. 
“Eyes on me, honey,” Declan said. The vibrations of his deep voice sent a shiver down my spine. “I want you to watch as I devour you.” 
His midnight dark eyes held mine as he buried his face in my pussy. He licked, nibbled, and sucked on my clit relentlessly until I was a panting mess, writhing against his face. Even with only his tongue, he was magic. But damn, if I didn’t curse the body paint because I wanted to feel his fingers inside me. Strong arms locked around my thighs and held me to him. 
Heat coiled through me, fanning hot with every precise stroke of his tongue. Abandoning my nipples, I threaded my fingers through his hair while I chanted his name like a prayer on repeat. I came hard, my thighs shaking as he refused to stop. Every lick and sucking nibble carried me higher and made my orgasm last longer. 
When I started to come down, Declan sank his teeth into my thigh with a growl. 
“As if you didn’t already taste incredible,” he moaned, and his tongue swept over the painted tattoos on my hip. He alternated between biting and licking his way up my body. I trailed my fingers over every inch of him I could, my nerves tiny flames growing hotter under his attention. 
I opened my legs wider as Declan settled over me. His hard cock brushed through my wet center, and I adjusted my hips for him. 
“Fuck, honey, you feel so goddamn good.” A loud groan of appreciation spilled out of him as he slowly sank into me, stretching and filling me up. If I had words, I would’ve agreed.
Strong fingers gripped my thigh as I pulled my legs up higher on his ribcage to deepen the angle of every delicious thrust. He nipped my neck. I grabbed his ass to encourage him to speed up. He pinched and teased my nipples between his fingers. I kissed him desperately. Every thrust lit up my body in waves of pleasure that left me crying out loudly. 
We were chaos. Sticky, uncontrollable chaos. 
Declan pushed up on his knees while my legs locked around him. Each hard thrust stroked that sweet spot until I came undone. His name on my lips and my nails digging into his skin. His breath ragged pants. My muscles pulsed around him, dragging him deeper and right over the edge with me. His hips flexed, and his dick jerked as he came with a deep growl in his throat. 
My head fell back and my chest rose with quick breaths as I reveled in the euphoric aftermath. He lowered over me, kissing his way up my neck. 
“Hold still,” Declan whispered. He gently turned my chin slightly. I watched as he swiped a finger through a spot of deep blue paint on his chest. I held still, waiting impatiently while he drew on my cheek. Was it a circle? Triangle? Fish? I sucked at this game, but the smile on his face made my heart swell. “There. Now, you’re my first piece of art.”
“I know for a fact you had to do art in school—”
“First piece of painted art as an adult,” he corrected loudly over me and playfully nipped my ear. “Don’t spoil it.”
“We’re a mess,” I told him. I tried to kiss him, but it was hard to do between the soft laughs and smiles. Shades of deep green with peekaboo blues and yellows were smeared across his body everywhere. I was a vibrant shade of yellow-green with sunshine handprints and bite marks. 
“Maybe.” Declan shrugged. “But I think I found my favorite color for this room, especially in this light.”
“Where?” I craned my neck to stare at the myriad of colors between us.
“Right… here…” He tilted my hip to expose a deep sea-green mess on my lower stomach. 
“It is a pretty color,” I agreed. “I think I have a paint can of something similar in here… somewhere.”
“See? Both fun and productive,” he teased. “How do we get it all off?” 
“Shower. Together is preferable. With lots of touching. Maybe some more sexy touching in places we couldn’t touch before.” I grinned. If I was getting the man in my shower, I planned to get dirty with him all over again before we got clean. “I have places I can’t reach without those strong hands of yours.”
“Oh, well.” He sighed dramatically, pulling out of me. In one swift movement, he was on his feet with two hands out for me to grab. “I live to please every inch of you, so if we must.”
“We definitely must.” I let him haul me to my feet. When I turned toward the bathroom, his hand came down on my ass hard and fast enough to make me squeal. 
“Sorry. I missed a spot on my painting,” Declan said with a devious grin. Cheeky man. When he tried for the other ass cheek, I scurried away, running down the hall with him chasing after me. I managed to make it through the bathroom door before he swept me up in a fit of laughter. In the mirror over his shoulder, I caught a glimpse of what he’d drawn on my yellow-painted cheek. 
It was a heart with his initials and mine. 
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“I want this one as my wallpaper,” I began, “but I’m not sure it’s appropriate for work.”
“Appropriate for work?” Raven giggled quietly from her spot on my lap. Sitting sideways, she rested in my lap with my phone in hand. True to her answer, she’d let me take a handful of pictures of her covered in body paint. While it’d left us a sticky, sugary mess, there was something hot as hell about the pictures of my handprints and bite marks all over her body in shades of blue, green, and yellow. I was a fan. Maybe not enough to do it again anytime soon, but I wasn’t opposed to more art adventures. “Baby, just imagine what your mom would say if she saw these.”
“I’d like to think she’d be proud I found another hobby I never intend to capitalize on,” I told her with a wide grin. 
“Oh? Am I a hobby now?” 
“No, but naked girlfriend painting is a great hobby.” I kissed her briefly. “It pairs well with naked girlfriend photography.” 
“What about photography?” Lucas asked as he and Finn rejoined us by my fire pit with skewers, a giant bag of marshmallows, and chocolate. Sam and Nolan weren’t far behind with another round of beers, crackers, and a handful of other snacks. After much internal debate and one very pathetic text message to my brothers, I’d invited Raven to hang out with us at my house. My brothers were more than happy for me to have her there, which I should’ve known meant they were going to entertain her with stories about me. 
“Has he shown you his bookshelf of photo books yet?” Sam grinned while flopping in his seat next to us. He passed off two beers. “He’s kept every picture he’s taken since he was… what? Mom gave you her old camera when you were thirteen? Fourteen?”
“Fourteen,” I said. “I like to think it shows my progress… however minimal that is. I haven’t tried hard to learn.”
“That’s okay,” Raven replied as she handed back my phone. The way she shifted in my lap as she gave my brothers her full attention was something like torture. While I loved the closeness, I was rock-hard under her and had been for hours. The occasional way she wiggled her ass over my cock told me she knew exactly what she did to me. Feisty little thing. “Okay, so photography is his non-career hobby thing—he told me about your mom’s rules—but what’s everyone else’s?” 
“It was writing,” Nolan told her as he smiled. “But that didn’t go as planned. I like to think my cats are my hobby.”
“That’s a terrible fucking hobby,” Lucas retorted. 
“But I like my cats,” he shot back. “Also, Wutherford misses you.”
“Well, I’ll just put hanging out with Wutherford in my schedule.” He rolled his eyes while we laughed. For as much as he joked, I knew Lucas would end up doing just that. Nolan and Lucas lived across the street from each other, but why the hell they kept two different apartments eluded me. Lucas rarely spent time in his apartment, and when he did, Nolan was with him. “I like hiking and camping. It’s nice to just get away from everything.”
“I’ve never been camping,” Raven said.
“No one is surprised, honey,” I scoffed into my beer. She pinned me with a playfully annoyed glare, but I merely shrugged. “Do we need to rehash the thing under your porch?”
“It sounded like a bear!” she exclaimed. 
“My point.” 
“Do you ever take other people camping?” Raven asked Lucas. 
“We do a summer camping trip every year,” Lucas said. He used his beer bottle to gesture to the lot of us. “Usually, we coordinate a week off work to go. I have a very strict phone policy while camping.”
“He used to have a no phone policy,” Finn began, “but then we got stranded in the woods.” 
“Oh, fuck.” I burst out laughing. “It was the one year we decided to rent a van to go together instead of taking two trucks. And the fucking van broke down, but of course, no one had a fucking phone because this idiot made us give them up. So, we’re a hundred miles from anything with a van that doesn’t fucking work and no way to call anyone.” 
“Sam had to take a shit, but after the poison ivy incident, he wouldn’t go in the woods,” Nolan added. 
“Hey!” Sam exclaimed. “If you ended up with poison ivy on your ass, you wouldn’t trust it either!”
“So, what’d you guys end up doing?” Raven asked. I opened my mouth to answer but promptly closed it as we all faltered. Shit. We had to come up with a lie because we’d shifted and run our asses back to Cedar Harbor in a wild four-day adventure in the woods. Honestly, for all the shit that started that trip, we’d had a blast together that summer. 
In the worst display of solidarity, my brothers hemmed and hawed their way through a horrible attempt at an answer. They kept going until she turned to me with wide eyes. While I had her attention, Lucas, Nolan, and Finn offered up apologetic faces behind her back. 
“What they mean to say,” I stalled as I racked my brain for something feasible. “What they mean is, we can’t tell you about that. It’s a Byrne boys secret.”
What fucking bullshit was that? Was that really the best I could come up with?
“You’re lucky you’re cute.” Her whiskey eyes narrowed. “Because you’re lying.”
“I can’t tell you what we did!” I wasn’t lying.
“You totally did something illegal, didn’t you?” she pressed.
“Completely,” Lucas answered quickly. 
“One hundred percent.” Nolan nodded adamantly. 
“See? You’d be an accomplice,” I said. 
“It’s not like I haven’t done illegal things before,” Raven announced. Adjusting her skirt, she turned her back to me and rested on my chest. She took an extra moment to adjust the hem and cross her legs. The simple motion brought attention all over again to the dress that fell to her knees. A low grow rumbled in my chest, making her shiver. The woman knew what she did to me. I knew all too well that she wasn’t wearing panties under it. The temptation was high, especially since the one time I’d dipped into my wolf senses, I could smell how heavy her arousal was. That mingling with the sweet orange and vanilla that clung to her skin… it was intoxicating. “Are you cold?” 
“Maybe a little,” she replied quietly. 
“There’s blankets in the bench inside the door,” I told her and gently nudged her off my lap. 
“Are they flannel blankets?”
“Stop picking on my flannel,” I retorted. We’d managed to get to my house only a few minutes before Lucas and Nolan showed up, meaning her tour of my house had been brief. It was still enough to give her an insight into the amount of flannel in my house. 
“Never!” Raven shot back happily as she hurried inside to grab a blanket. 
“Maybe we avoid the wolf stories,” I said quietly as soon as she was inside. The blankets weren’t in the bench. They were in my dryer, which gave me a few minutes alone with my brothers. 
“Yeah, sorry about that.” Lucas winced. “We walked right into it without thinking.”
“It’s fine,” I assured him “It’s my fault too. I’m just saying, maybe we don’t bring up the stories that require us to lie on the spot.”
“The Vegas approach will only go so far.” Sam chuckled. “And now she thinks Dec’s a deviant.”
“He is a deviant,” Nolan replied with an all-knowing expression. “Unless the story about the docks is just a rumor.”
“Who said what?” I demanded. My heart lurched into my throat. Damn it.
“Floyd went back to his boat because he forgot something,” he began, the grin on his face growing with every word. “He saw your truck down by the rocks. Said he heard some… interesting things coming from the bed of your truck.”
“Fuck,” I grumbled. I ran a hand over my face. The whole point had been to risk being caught, something I admittedly liked more than I wanted to say out loud. I was still trying to process that piece of information. It shouldn’t have surprised me that someone had caught us, especially Floyd. The man left his life on his boat and always ended up back and forth. 
“Look at you!” Sam exclaimed. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”
“Stacey knows,” Lucas offered. “She’s just pissed enough at you to make sure the whole damn town knows you… I can’t repeat what she said.”
“What’s she telling people?” I asked. 
“That you fucked your whore down by the beach,” Raven said loudly, rejoining us with one of my couch blankets in hand. She shrugged. “Ginny told me it’s going around.”
“I’m sorry,” Lucas replied. “I can talk to her.”
“Oh, please.” She waved him off. “Like being called a whore is the worst thing I’ve been called. Hell, if they knew even half the things I did in New York.” 
We all waited for her to say something more—hell, I wanted to know more about what that meant—but she didn’t offer up anything else. Instead, she focused on getting comfortable in my lap with the blanket covering us both. I slid my hand high on her thigh almost on instinct and did my best not to groan at the heat radiating from her center. 
“Are you going to share more?” Sam asked.
“Did you know, alligators can climb fences? And trees. They’re a problem for NASA. So much so that alligator-proof fences had to be invented,” she stated. Stunned silence was a poor way of describing how we stared at her. She shrugged. “What? You have no idea what it’s like to wake up and find an alligator in your tree.”
“And you couldn’t handle a few noises under your porch?” I demanded. 
“You couldn’t handle Connor holding a snake,” Raven reminded me. The cocky smile on her face did nothing to help the situation. I stroked two fingers through her naked cunt, enjoying the slight way her eyes widened and the way her throat worked as she swallowed hard in response. 
Game on. I kissed her temple while sliding one finger then two inside her. Her muscles gripped me tight and offered a pleasant resistance as I picked up a lazy pace. 
“I feel like I missed something,” Nolan commented while she and I continued to stare each other down. My cheeks ached as I tried not to smile. 
“So, what do you do for a non-paid hobby, Finn?” she asked, her breath hitching slightly in her voice. I leaned back in my chair and pulled her with me. 
“I’m going to make you come,” I whispered in her ear. If I wasn’t careful, I knew my brothers might hear. Why did that thought excite me? “More than once. That’s a promise, honey. And you’re going to keep the conversation going like a good girl. Remember, good girls get rewarded. Do you understand?” 
She licked her lips and gave a small nod. Her eyes never left Finn as he chatted about cooking. The kid would be talking for the next twenty minutes uninterrupted, which made it the perfect time to curl my fingers against that spot I knew would unravel her. Her thighs clenched together, but to her credit, she maintained her composure, even as her muscles began to flutter hard around my fingers. 
I kissed her shoulder, never stopping. This would be fun.
[image: image-placeholder]“Oh, God!” Raven exclaimed two hours later as Sam’s car finally left the drive and we were alone. She flopped back against me with shaking thighs and a loud moan. I sank my teeth into her neck while her hips rolled against my hand. “That was torture.”
“But you did good,” I told her and swept my tongue up the column of her neck. Her body trembled around me as I coaxed her through a fifth orgasm. “It’s impressive how quiet you were.”
“So hard,” she let out. Her fingers dug into my wrist as she rode it out. Going still, she muttered breathlessly, “I need to start wearing panties around you. Holy shit.”
“What’d I say about that?” I nipped at her ear.
“Can I earn those back?” she asked. “Those were eighty-dollar panties.”
They were what? There was nothing to them.
“Do you want to earn them back right now?” I replied. 
“Can it be my reward?” 
“No.” I shook my head. “Good girls get rewarded with more orgasms, not the return of your panties.”
Her lips pursed together, but I could see the amusement in her whiskey eyes. 
“Okay,” Raven whispered. I gently pushed her off her lap until she stood between my legs. Being the gentleman I was, I folded the blanket and put it on the ground in front of her.
“On your knees, honey,” I ordered as I leaned back in my chair. That sexy little smile of hers came out while she lowered to the ground. Her hands smoothed over my inner thighs as she waited for me to say more, eager and ready to please. My cock strained against my jeans. I took a moment to appreciate the sight before me. I traced the curve of her bottom lip with my thumb. “God, you are incredible. Why the hell you picked me I’ll never know.” 
“I could say the same,” she said softly. In the warm glow of the firelight, I caught the faint flush that painted her cheeks. 
“Take out my cock, Raven,” I told her, my voice thick with need. 
“On one condition,” she replied. Her palm ran over the front of my jeans. I groaned with the contact. 
“I thought you were here to earn back your panties.”
“I am and I will like a champ,” Raven said. “But I want you to stand up. Please?”
The pretty little pout she gave me would be my undoing. I’d do anything this woman asked. There was no denying that while we toyed around with me being in control, this woman had every ounce of power in our relationship. Curious about what she was thinking, I stood. She pulled open my button and slid down the zipper. Her fingers curled around my aching cock as she took me out. 
“Would you do anything for me?” she asked as her tongue flicked over the slit of my dick, licking up a drop of precum. 
“I hope you know the answer to that is yes,” I breathed out. “It’ll always be yes as long as I’m able.”
“Lose control for me,” she murmured. That request gave me pause. Control was everything. She ran her tongue along the underside of my cock and swirled over the head, slamming me right back into the moment. “I want you to let go, Declan. Use me. Use my mouth.” 
Taking only an inch of me in her mouth, she sucked briefly before backing off with a small pop of those pretty lips. 
“Pull my hair. Shove your dick down my throat,” Raven continued. Fuck, her words alone tested my restraint. “Hold yourself there, even if I choke. Use me to make yourself come.” 
She took me in her mouth once more, sliding only a tad farther and staying only a little longer. I growled as I watched. 
“Tell me, you’ll use me,” she said once more. The eagerness and confidence on her face comforted me as I considered her request. If this is what she wanted, then I’d give it to her. I brushed her hair away from her face and tightened my fingers to the back of her head. I stroked my cock and smeared precum over her bottom lip. 
“Is this what you want?” I asked.
“Yes.” No hesitation.
“Then open your mouth,” I ordered. She braced her palms on my thighs as she did. With my hand, I eased my cock over her tongue with a groan. I watched the way her lips stretched to accommodate my size. When I hit the back of her throat, I paused long enough to say, “Breathe through your nose, honey.” 
A flicker of acknowledgment crossed her face, giving me permission. I pushed further until she took all of me. Her mouth was hot and warm around every inch. Her full lips stretched wide and her whiskey eyes filled with lust as she watched me. The sight of her was better than the fantasy that had lived on repeat in my head for me to jerk off to. 
“Look at you,” I growled. “On your knees for me, greedy to swallow my cock. Fuck, you’re gorgeous like this.”
I only gave her that pause before I did the one thing she asked of me: I let go of my need to be controlled in everything I did. 
I drove into her mouth, spurred by the desperation for my release. The little hums and moans she let out vibrated through my cock and heightened the sensation. Every thrust put me past the back of her throat. With each one, my thread of control frayed. I was nowhere near losing myself to my wolf, but my senses heightened. The intoxicating scent of her arousal washed over me and every sound she made was louder. 
I was lost in every little thing this woman did to me without even realizing it. 
My heart hammered in my chest as my breathing picked up and a deep growl built in my chest, uncontrolled and animalistic. Heat coiled around the base of my spine. My balls drew up tight, and my cock throbbed over her tongue. I was so close. 
So fucking close. 
“Tongue out, honey,” I ordered and pulled her off, catching my cock in my hand. She stayed with her tongue out and ready. Two fast strokes and I came, painting her tongue white. “Don’t swallow, Raven. You’re going to take every drop of my cum like a good girl.”
I continued to stroke myself until I had nothing left. Releasing her hair, I gently touched her chin and watched as she swallowed. Raven swiped her fingers over her mouth with a tiny smile turning her lips. My body buzzed head to toe, a frantic mess of untamed desire and a need to sink my teeth into every part of her body. 
As she stood, I hauled her to me and crushed her mouth in a heated kiss. Her fingers tangled in my hair while I grabbed the backs of her thighs. With her body wrapped around mine and the threat of my pants falling off, I headed straight toward the back door. 
“Declan!” Raven exclaimed, pulling away. 
“Just—”
“The fire,” she said over me. Fuck. The fire. “You can’t just leave it lit.”
“Stay. I’ll be right back,” I told her as I set her on her feet. Tucking myself back in my pants, I made fast work of putting out the fire. Truthfully, I was a little annoyed for getting so wrapped up in her that I forgot about it. That was a potential mess I didn’t want to fuck with. Taking the porch steps two at a time, I laced my fingers through hers and kissed her swiftly. “Stay tonight?”
“What?” She frowned. 
“I have a bed big enough for both of us,” I began, “and besides promising you an obscene amount of orgasms, I’ll cuddle you all night and take you out for breakfast in the morning.” 
Raven chewed her lower lip as she considered it. Doubt snaked its way through me. Was I too forward for asking? I didn’t understand her hesitation in sleeping over. After that first night, she’d become a pro at politely dismissing me. I tried not to take offense to it, but I was beginning to worry.
“Or I can still give you an obscene amount of orgasms and then drive you home,” I offered to take the pressure off. “You pick.”
“I’ll stay,” she said softly, and my heart soared. I kissed her once more before letting her inside. 
“Help yourself to anything. I mean that. My home is always yours.”  
“What if I want to steal one of your flannel shirts?”
“I’ll give you whatever one you want. They’ll look better on you anyway,” I replied, making her laugh slightly. We were halfway to the stairs when she stopped and tugged on my hand. I asked, “What’s wrong? 
“Nothing.” Her smile wasn’t reassuring. I knew enough to know it was forced. I was about to offer to drive her home if she wasn’t comfortable, when she said, “Can I borrow your phone charger? My phone is almost dead.”
“There’s one on the kitchen counter. Let me—”
“I can find a charger,” Raven interrupted. Standing on her tiptoes, she kissed me swiftly. “Go upstairs. I’ll be there in a minute. Be naked for me. Pretty please?”
“Anything for you.” Hauling her against me for one more kiss, I left her to take care of her phone while I made my way upstairs. 
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“Declan.” A deep voice—a man’s voice—floated through my head. I groaned and rolled over. “Declan!”
The second a hand landed on my shoulder, I was up. There was no reason in hell a man should’ve been in my bedroom touching me. Absolutely fucking not. 
“It’s just me!” Sam shouted. I threw on my nightstand lamp and openly glared. Just Sam. Sam was in my bedroom. Naked. 
Sam was fucking naked in my bedroom. 
“What the fuck do you want?” I demanded. I reached out to make sure Raven was covered, but her side of the bed was empty. I frowned. “Did you pass her in the hall? Living room?”
“Your back door was open,” he said.
“What?” I stared at him dumbfounded. “I leave the door unlocked all the time.”
“No, it was open,” Sam repeated, his hands falling to his hips. “I was out for a run—don’t make a fucking deal of it. I don’t do pack runs. You know that. Anyway, I passed your house, and your door was open, which is weird.” 
She’d left? 
“Why wouldn’t she close the door?” I asked. I rushed out of bed and grabbed my jeans. As I did, I found her dress still on my floor and picked it up. What the fuck? She had to still be in the house. “She doesn’t have her clothes. And she wouldn’t just leave here naked.” 
“I don’t know what to tell you,” he exclaimed. He was right behind me as I left the room, glancing in the spare bedroom and my office as well as the bathroom before charging down the stairs. The living room and kitchen lights were on, but she wasn’t there. I checked the downstairs guest room, and the bathroom, and still, she wasn’t there. The table at the bottom of the stairs was knocked over, but there were no signs of her.
“Where the hell is she?” I mostly asked myself. Sam didn’t have a clue. Since he’d found the door open, I wandered out back to check the yard. Nothing. My truck sat in the drive. Everything seemed normal except for the fact that my girl had vanished. 
“Hey, you might want to take a look at this,” Sam called from the kitchen. I went back inside and found him pointing to the counter where her phone sat charging. Next to it was a note in Raven’s handwriting. 
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In case something happened? I re-read the message and tried to wrap my head around what she meant. Picking up her phone, I did exactly what the message said. I called Katherine Woods even though it was one in the morning. 
“Baby bird!” a woman—who had to be Katherine Woods and probably her mom—answered in a hushed voice. Despite the time, she sounded pleasant and thrilled to be answering the phone. “It’s so early, sweetheart! Hold on, let me get out of bed so we can chat—”
“Is this Katherine Woods?” I asked, feeling stupid for having to do so. Sam watched me, which only made the whole thing even more awkward. 
“Yes.” Everything about her demeanor changed. “Who is this?”
“My name is Declan Byrne—”
“The handyman dating my daughter,” she interrupted. 
“Yes,” I replied. “Your… this is going to sound strange. I don’t know what to do, but your daughter left me a message saying if something happened to her to call you.”
“Mac!” Katherine exclaimed. I didn’t miss the slight tremble in her voice. “Mac! Wake up. It’s that call.”
My stomach dropped. Both of them clearly understood what was going on. 
“What’s his name?” Mac demanded. 
“Dec—”
“Declan,” Katherine told him. “And be nice! This isn’t his fault!”
“This isn’t the time for nice,” he snapped back. I waited through the shuffling as they swapped the phone. “Declan?”
“Yes, Sir,” I replied. “Can I know what’s going on?”
“I want you to listen close, understand? You have a small window to find her before she ends up hurting herself.”
“Hurting herself?” I repeated as I stood taller. Sam frowned, his body language mirroring mine as he waited for something more with me. “What are you—”
“Raven sleepwalks,” Mac explained. Sleepwalks? There was no way. “She has since she was a toddler. Most kids outgrow it. Raven didn’t. I need to know everything about what happened.”
“Well,” I faltered, realizing there was a hell of a lot I wasn’t comfortable saying to her father. “She…”
“Son, my daughter’s a thirty-one-year-old widow,” he cut me off. “I’m not an idiot. I don’t care about what the two of you did. You’re two consenting adults. Where did you sleep? What is she wearing?”
“We slept at my house,” I said. “Upstairs, naked, and I woke up to find her not here. The back door was open.”
“Where’s your house located? Neighbors? Roads? She’s prone to walking right out of houses. We went through this quite a bit when she was younger. Her husband had to deal with the same thing.”
And she never once mentioned it to me. I bit back that bitter thought. It wasn’t the time for it. No wonder she didn’t like the idea of sleeping over.
“I live at the end of a quiet lane that lands straight into the woods,” I replied. An icy chill ran down my spine even as I said the words. Ignoring Sam, I stormed back outside and dipped into my wolf sense. There was no sign of her. Sam would’ve seen her when he came up. “I’m basically in the middle of the woods. She’s probably naked and in the middle of the woods somewhere.” 
My heart lodged in my throat. I was having a hell of a time wrapping my head around the fact that Raven sleepwalked her way out of my house, but I’d tackle those feelings at a later time. She had no car, she had no clothes, and she was just gone. It was the only logical thing that made sense. And the conviction in her father’s voice told me this wasn’t the first time they’d dealt with something like this. He had no reason to lie.
“You need to call the police immediately and get people looking for her,” Mac continued. “Go back to her house. On top of her fridge, she keeps a binder. It’s a big fucking binder, son. You need it. It’s her entire medical history about her sleepwalking. The doctor will need it when they find her.”
“Okay,” I whispered and nodded despite him not being there. 
“You need to find her, Declan, and you need to hurry. She’s gotten hurt before. She’s almost gotten herself killed more than a few times because of this, but she’s always had people around. She’s never been in a situation like this,” he said. His voice cracked the longer he spoke, and he cleared his throat. “I can’t do anything from here. We’re counting on you to find her.”
“I’ll do whatever I can,” I promised. I glanced over at Sam as he joined me outside. I had something her parents never had. We were wolves. Tracking prey in the woods was something we excelled at—or in this case, tracking Raven. “I’ll call you when we find her.”
I didn’t wait for him to say anything else and hung up. 
“What was that—”
“She sleepwalks,” I interrupted Sam. I shook my head as he opened his mouth to say more. “It’s easier if we just go with the basics right now. Call Lucas, Nolan, and Finn. Her dad says she’s prone to sleepwalking out of her home, which means the only place for her to go is into the woods.”
“Oh, fuck,” Sam whispered. 
“I need you four to find her,” I said. “Find her before the other wolf does or before anything else does. Don’t shift in front of her. Just find her for me.”
“Okay. What are you going to do?” 
“I need to call George,” I replied. “And then I need to get her medical records from her house for the doctor.” 
I hurried inside with adrenaline and fear surging through my veins. Pain bloomed in my chest, and I rubbed the heel of my palm over it. The singular thought that Raven was lost in the woods—hurt or worse—was damn near enough to bring me to my knees. I didn’t have a clue what the hell I was doing or if we’d find her in time, but I had to hope. 
I had to fucking hope because it was all I had until I had my girl back. 
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A fierce cold swept through my body, making me shudder. Groggy and desperate for warmth, I tried to curl into Declan. The bed scraped against my skin and the blankets were wet. 
The blankets were wet?
My brain couldn’t wrap around that thought. I was too tired to care.  
A light flipped on, and I groaned in protest. 
“Turn off,” I grumbled, not even sure I was speaking real words. 
“Ma’am?” That voice I didn’t know. “Ms. Woods?” 
I didn’t know that voice. My eyes flew open, and my heart surged into my throat. I shot upright, and hands caught me by the shoulders. 
Oh… the light wasn’t his bedroom light.
It was a flashlight. 
Tears pricked my eyes as I blinked rapidly, disoriented and confused. Lights washed over me as I dug the heels of my palms into my eyes, trying to force everything into focus. So many flashlights. 
Where was I? 
The ground was rough under me. Hard dirt with patches of moist grass. Small branches cut into my skin—oh, no… 
I’d fallen asleep naked at Declan’s house…
I scrambled backward, trying to cover whatever I could. 
“Here! Here!” the same man rushed to say. Someone draped a heavy, uncomfortable blanket over me, and I buried myself in it, using it to cover every inch of me I could. A hand smoothed over my hair. “You’re good. You’re good.”
As my eyes adjusted to the light, I recognized George, the town’s sheriff, crouching in front of me. Behind him were at least half a dozen people. Maybe more? It was so dark and the lights were so bright. I struggled to gain my bearings. Panic settled in my chest, making it hard to breathe. Every breath came faster than the last. My heart beat so hard that I was certain it’d break a rib in the process. I trembled as waves of cold and fear moved through me on repeat. 
“Where…” my voice hitched in my throat. “Where… where am I?”
“The Hillmans found you in their side property along the woods,” George told me. The gentleness in his tone was hard to swallow. No matter how hard I blinked, I couldn’t stop the onslaught of tears gathering in my eyes. “Ms. Woods, do you know how you got here?” 
I looked away. I couldn’t handle the kindness and worry in his expression. 
“I sleepwalk,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. It was all I could manage to say before I broke down crying. 
[image: image-placeholder]“A few scrapes and bruises,” Charlotte Harvey was saying quietly as she finished wiping off a cut on my shoulder, “but you should be fine.” 
She rolled back in her chair and took off her gloves, tossing them in the garbage. Instead of putting me in a patient room, she had me in her office with the lights dim. The uncomfortable blanket George gave me had been replaced with one of the many soft ones she kept around. I clung to it as if my life depended on it. 
Which it felt like it did. If I let go, I’d break down crying all over again. After sobbing in someone’s yard, George loaded me up in his truck and brought me to Sunshine Hearts, where Charlotte met us. 
“I have to ask,” she said. “And I know this isn’t exactly the most comfortable time to do so, but the bite marks. Are they consensual?” 
Oh, God. As if I didn’t have enough to deal with. 
“Yes,” I whispered. 
“Okay.” She sighed as she settled across the room. Before she could say anything more, a knock on the door made me jump. “It’s okay. It’s probably just George. I’ll be right back. I’ll try to find you some clothes too. I’m sure we have some spare scrubs.”
She left me alone in the darkened room. I folded over and squeezed my eyes shut, trying my damnedest to not cry. My nerves were shot, rubbed raw, and exposed. It was one thing to sleepwalk in a town where very few people knew each other. It was another to do so in a town where everyone knew everyone else. It’d be a matter of hours—not days or weeks—before the whole town knew. 
I shouldn’t have slept at Declan’s. My gut had told me it was a bad idea, but I just wanted one night to feel like we had a normal dynamic. 
God, Declan… he probably hated me. He didn’t sign up for this. It was hard enough dating a widow still getting her shit together but this? I wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t want to be with me. 
Hell, I was over me. I was thirty-one years old and couldn’t be on my own without walking out of my house naked. How many times would this happen before I accepted that fact?
The door creaked open again, and I opened my eyes long enough to see his boots in the entryway. I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t begin to imagine what he was thinking. I didn’t want to know. Instead, I settled on staring at his work boots as tears flowed freely all over again. He set a small bag on the couch next to me and crouched. Taking my face in his hands, his thumbs brushed away the tears. In a tender gesture that shattered my heart and my doubts, he pressed a kiss to my forehead. The dam I had built to keep back all the bad feelings broke. I fell apart, sobbing, as I let him pull me into his arms. He held me impossibly tight while I sat in his lap, letting him rock me back and forth. He stroked my hair, showered me with kisses, and rubbed my back. All of which only made everything feel worse rather than better. 
“I’m sorry,” I let out pathetically. 
“Don’t,” Declan said. “I’m just glad you’re safe. That’s all I care about. That’s all that matters.”
It wasn’t, but for a few hours, I could pretend it was. 
Eventually, the tears dried up. I didn’t have anything left in me. I was too tired and too worn down for any more. Declan took the lead, and I happily let him. The less thinking I had to do, the better. His hands were gentle as he helped me dress in clothes he must’ve found at my house. 
“I gave Charlotte the binder from your fridge,” he told me quietly. 
“You talked to my dad.” It wasn’t a question. The only way he would’ve known about the binder. My heart sank. “Is he mad?” 
“No, honey,” Declan replied. “Not at all. They’re just worried about you.” 
“Knock, knock.” Charlotte cracked the door open with my giant binder in hand. I hated that thing. I hated what it represented. Years of accidents, doctor appointments, sleep studies, therapy, and medication were stuffed inside. The urge to burn it was high. “Is it okay if I come in?”
That was a silly question. It was her office. 
“Yeah,” I said anyway. 
“So,” she began and flipped on the bigger light in her office. “I was going through your binder—very thorough by the way. I appreciate it. Admittedly, I’ve never dealt with sleepwalking. Not to this degree.”
“Most people haven’t.” I pulled my feet under me, feeling small all over again. Declan settled next to me, and I didn’t protest. It wasn’t like it was a secret anymore. His hand fell to my back, where he rubbed small circles for comfort.
“There’s not a lot I can tell you that you don’t already know,” she admitted. “I do want to ask, it says you were prescribed a new sleep medication by a… Dr. Tierney three years ago. Are you still taking it?”
A lump formed in my throat. 
“No,” I muttered. “I can’t eat on it. It made me sick. I hate how I felt. And I’ve been on pretty much everything else.”
“Is this your first episode of sleepwalking lately,” 
“No.” I avoided glancing at Declan, knowing full well the answer wouldn’t make him happy. “It’s been on and off for the last few weeks. Usually, it’s just my yard… or my neighbor’s yard… or…”
I didn’t say that last thought. 
“Or what?” Charlotte prompted. 
“I walked off my dock,” I told her quietly. 
“What?” Declan demanded, but I ignored him. 
“Okay,” Charlotte replied. I waited for a lecture that never came. “When was the last time you got a full night’s sleep, Raven? Or are you still setting alarms every forty-five minutes to break the cycle?” 
She’d been thorough in reading my file. I’d only ever told one therapist that. I chewed my lip. 
“I’ll take that as a yes,” she said. Her fingers drummed along the desktop as she clicked her tongue, thinking. “Okay, I’m not equipped to treat a sleep disorder to this caliber. I don’t have the expertise. There’s a sleep clinic in Olympia—”
“I know,” I interjected. 
“You should make an appointment,” she told me. “And if you don’t already, I suggest a therapist. I’d also suggest a solid nighttime routine. But this is all stuff you already know.”
“Yeah.”
“What I will do is send you home with a strong sedative,” Charlotte continued. When I started to object, she held up a hand. “Raven, you need sleep. Everyone needs sleep. You can't function on waking yourself up every forty-five minutes. And if I’m being honest, I don’t think you’re going back to sleep after you wake up. I’m going to guess you make yourself stay up for a few hours.  Our bodies aren’t made to live like that. Not only will it make the sleepwalking worse, but you can cause some serious damage to your body.”
I was afraid to sleep. How hard was that to figure out? I didn’t want to wake up in someone’s yard surrounded by strange people again. Or worse. 
“Okay,” I whispered instead. 
“Can you stay with someone tonight?” she asked. 
“Yes,” Declan answered before I could. 
“The sedative will make sure she gets a good sleep, but you need to watch out for her, Declan,” Charlotte told him. “It’s a muscle relaxant, which will make it more dangerous if she’s up and moving around.”
“Great,” I grumbled. More complications I didn’t need. 
“It’s okay,” he whispered and squeezed the back of my neck for reassurance. “I’ll make sure you’re okay.”
I wanted him to stop being nice. He was being too nice about the whole thing. I needed someone else to be as angry and frustrated and annoyed as I was. 
“Please, go to the clinic,” Charlotte said. She shut the binder, settling her hand on it. “Do you mind if I keep this for a few days? I’d like to make some notes in your file in case there are any future incidents and I'm not here.”
Future incidents. I bit back a groan and simply nodded. Because of course, we had to now plan for future incidents so I wouldn’t die in the fucking woods. I buried my face in my arms, ready to cry all over again. 
Stupid sleepwalking. 
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My head spun as I drove back to my house. I didn’t know what to think about everything. When she’d talked about being a medically fragile kid and I’d overheard her talk about going to a clinic, I’d imagined a lot of things. Sleepwalking wasn’t one of them. It wasn’t even the sleepwalking itself that was dangerous. It was the shit she got herself into while doing so. Stairs, balconies, pools, and the dock were just a few of the things I’d gleaned along the way. 
She sat in the front seat with her legs pulled up to her chest and her chin resting on her knees. I didn’t have the heart to ask her to put them down in case the airbag deployed. I just let her be as she stared hard out the windshield. She was struggling with me being a part of this. Would she have ever told me? 
“The tarps?” I asked softly in the stretching silence. “They weren’t because of germs, were they?” 
“No,” Raven whispered. I waited for her to give me more. “Most of the time, they make me trip, and I’d wake up. But I really did start priming the walls this last time. You saw.”
It bothered me that she felt like she had to justify it. It made sense. I probably would’ve done the same. 
“Were you… what would you have done on New Year’s Eve?”
“I planned to kick you out after we hooked up,” she admitted quietly. “I just… didn’t expect it to feel so nice having you there. I just wanted that again.”
“Is this why you haven’t had me spend the night since our first date?” I glanced over at her. The sadness and frustration on her face killed me. I reached across the console and took her hand in mine, lacing my fingers through her. It was about the only damn thing I could do.
“Yeah. It’s easier… you don’t… if you don’t want to stay… you don’t need this mess.”
Fuck, she expected me to walk away after this. All her words from the conversation I’d overheard in the forest made sense. 
“Hey.” I rolled my truck to a stop and tugged on her hand until she looked at me. “I told you. I’m here for all of it. I meant that, Raven. Even this.” 
Fresh tears welled in those whiskey eyes, gutting me. I wanted to drag her back in my lap and hold her, but if I did, we’d never make it back to my house. She needed real sleep, which was about the only thing I could give her. I felt fucking helpless when it came to helping her. This was new territory. 
[image: image-placeholder]The guest room on the first floor was simple. There wasn’t much to it, but it’d have to do. Even still, I piled up blankets and pillows from my room in the spare bed with hopes it’d be more comfortable for her. It was preferable to the upstairs floor. I had a feeling the broken table at the bottom of my stairs was from her. I hated that I’d slept right through it. If I hadn’t, the rest wouldn’t have happened. 
Of course, then I wouldn’t have found out about her sleepwalking. 
“Would you have told me?” I asked the one question that bothered me. I understood that her condition left her with some intense emotions, but I felt that as her partner, I should’ve been clued in. 
“At some point,” Raven said quietly. She plucked at the edge of a blanket. “It took me much longer to tell Liam. I only told him because I fell off a dorm balcony.”
“You…” I held my tongue. She fell off a damn balcony. “How often are you in a situation where you end up almost…”
“Hurting myself or worse?” she finished for me. 
“Yeah.”
“Not as often as you’d think. It kind of depends on where I go. Mostly I just wake up around the house or on the lawn… or the neighbor’s lawn. College was easier to just shrug it off. Drunk college girl wakes up naked somewhere. That’s not new,” Raven scoffed. What a fucking reputation to have. “I get hot when I sleep and tend to take my clothes off throughout the night. I’ve done it since I was old enough to get out of my clothes. It’s only a big deal when I go through an episode.” 
“How often do you have an episode?” I felt out of my comfort zone asking like I was invading something personal. But I needed to know. I was the only person she had here to help. “How long do they last? What brings them on? I don’t know anything about sleepwalking.”
I vaguely remembered Finn sleepwalking once when we were kids. He walked from one room to the next and laid down, but that was it. That was nothing like this. 
“Stress.” She shrugged. “It tends to happen when I’m stressed. It usually starts when I have trouble sleeping. Sometimes it’s only a few days or a few times. Sometimes, it’s weeks or months of it.”
“Okay.” I didn’t press the matter anymore. She needed to sleep. I planned to only focus on that because the urge to fix the whole damn situation was high. Lips pressed together tight, I did the things I knew I could. I made the bed, and I made sure it was the best possible pile of fluff for the woman. I didn’t have blankets and pillows to her caliber, but it’d have to do. 
“Can I use your bathroom to wash my face?” Raven asked. 
“Upstairs through my bedroom,” I reminded her. 
As I grabbed her bottle of pills and a bottle of water for the side table, I realized there was no way I’d be able to sleep. I couldn’t guarantee I’d hear her if she woke up. I hadn’t the first time, and I wouldn’t risk it again. I collected my laptop and calendar to get some work done at the table. Having no idea where the day would take us, I had appointments to reschedule. 
My heart lodged in my throat as I saw her round the bottom of the stairs. She’d traded out her leggings and sweatshirt for one of my flannel shirts and that was it. Under any other circumstances, I would’ve bent her pretty self over the couch. At that moment, however, it was endearing. 
“I’ll give it back,” Raven said softly. I smiled with a sense of déjà vu as I took her hand. 
“It looks better on you anyway,” I replied and kissed her briefly. 
Two pills and a considerable amount of grumping later, I finally got her in bed. She took me with her and curled under my arm, burying her face in my shoulder. 
“I am sorry,” she muttered. “Please don’t hate me.”
“Hate you?” I frowned. Did she really think I could hate her? “Honey, not a single part of me could ever hate you.”
“Okay.”
“Raven, you scared the shit out of me,” I admitted. “You were just gone, the back door was open, and then that note… honey, I know we’re still new at this, but I need you to know you can trust me with stuff like this. We’re a team, right?”
“Yeah… we’re a team,” she repeated slowly. The drowsiness in her voice made me glance down. Her eyes were shut. For the first time in hours, she looked at peace. I pressed my lips to the crown of her head.
“I love you,” I whispered, emotion thick in my voice. From the silence I got back in response, I knew she’d fallen asleep. Which, in all honesty, was a good thing. I had no idea how she’d handle me saying it.
[image: image-placeholder]I slipped out of the room and shut the door. I yawned and ran my hands over my face. It was just before four, and damn, I was tired. I had a list of things I needed to do before I could even consider sitting in a chair and closing my eyes. 
The first thing was to find coffee. I desperately needed it. 
The second thing was to call Raven’s dad. I’d missed a few calls from him for updates, but every message ended in the same reassurance to message him when everything was okay. As I stirred instant powder into hot water, I prepared to call him. 
“Where is she? Is she okay?” Mac demanded as a greeting, his voice tight with stress. I could only imagine what was going through his head. If it’d been my kid…
“She’s okay,” I said. “They found her down the road in someone’s spare lot, nothing more than a few scratches, cuts, and bruises.” 
“Good, good.” He exhaled heavily. “Did she see a doctor?”
“I met her at the doctor’s office. Dr. Harvey suggested she go to a clinic in Olympia and gave her a sedative to help her sleep tonight,” I told him. “I’ve set her up in my spare bedroom on the first floor of my house. I’ll keep an eye on her.”
“Good, good,” Mac repeated. “Now, it’s not your job, but she usually ends up in a depressive episode. She locks herself up in her house and ignores everyone or pushes them away. If she gets mad at you, it’s not you. Just give her space. She’ll come around. She always comes around. You don’t have to handle anything you’re not comfortable with—”
“I’m going to stop you right there,” I interrupted. I needed everyone to stop thinking this was a make-or-break-me kind of situation. “I told her and I’ll tell you the same thing: I’m here for all of it. I don’t scare that easy.”
Most times, I was one of the scariest things in the woods. It’d take a lot more than her sleepwalking to scare me away. Make me worry about her? Definitely. Scare me away? Not a chance in hell. 
“Thank you. You’re a good man, Declan.”
“Taking care of her is my honor,” I replied. Movement in my backyard caught my attention. I stepped closer to the window to lift the curtain and peer outside. The flash of dark fur was easily recognizable. “I’ll let her know tomorrow that I updated you.”
“Good,” he said. “You try to get some sleep too.”
“I will at some point. I’d like to say it was nice to meet you, Mr. Woods, but I wish we’d met under different circumstances.” Our two odd conversations weren’t how I imagined getting to know her dad. 
“Mac,” he corrected. “You call me Mac, son. And I hope you know you made a damn good impression. You could’ve done a lot worse than doing your best to find my baby girl for me.”
As I watched four wolves shift in my backyard, I knew I’d done a lot more to look for her than I could ever tell him. 
“I would’ve done it anyway,” I assured him. “Have a good day, Mac.”
“You too, Declan.”
When the phone went silent, I glanced at the door to the spare bedroom. Dipping into my wolf’s senses, I could hear Raven breathing smoothly. She wasn’t waking up any time soon. Coffee in hand, I let myself out back and kept the door ajar just in case. Naked and looking tired, my brothers spread out in my backyard. Nolan and Finn took up chairs, Lucas had sprawled out in the grass, and Sam paced. 
“How’s she doing?” Sam asked. 
“She’s okay,” I said as I lowered to the top step. “Embarrassed more than anything else. Charlotte gave her a sedative, so she’s sleeping right now.”
“What the hell happened?” Lucas demanded. 
“She sleepwalks,” I replied. 
“That’s a thing?” He raised his head off the ground with a look of bewilderment. When I nodded, he made a small sound and laid back down. “The shit you learn. Poor woman.” 
“George and some others found her in the Hillmans’ spare lot,” I explained. “The Hillmans thought she was dead.”
“The Hillmans?” Sam stopped pacing. “Shit, she’s fucking lucky. We ran into the wolf out that direction—chill. We’re good. We’ve just been running for fucking hours. We doubled back once we saw it and ran in a different direction to try finding her.” 
“Fuck, I can’t deal with this shit,” I muttered. My chest ached something fierce at the thought of how fucking close she’d been to sleepwalking into a horrible situation. I glanced over my shoulder to stare inside my house. I couldn’t do it. It awakened something wickedly protective inside me. I wanted to lock her away someplace where she’d be safe. Somewhere the world couldn’t get to her. 
Which was a terribly creepy thought to have. I had to figure out a different way to keep her safe. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to sleep until I did. 
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“No, you’re right,” I was saying, nodding as my fingers tightened on the phone. It was almost four in the afternoon, and I was getting real damn annoyed with fielding phone calls. Fuck, gossip traveled fast in this town. “Yes, she does need a fence.”
The guest bedroom door knob turned. I watched it, but it didn’t open. 
“I’ll make sure she knows, Henry. I need to go.” I didn’t wait for him to reply and simply hung up. Dipping into my wolf’s senses, I listened to her as she stood on the other side of the door. 
I heard the sniffle and the way her heart beat a little faster. 
I heard the little pep talk she gave herself, reminding herself that I didn’t hate her and that it’d be okay. 
My poor girl. I wanted nothing more than to rush in there and comfort her. Instead, I closed my laptop and waited.  While I wanted to say I spent a good portion of the day working, I hadn’t. Other than rescheduling my appointments for the day, I spent my free time researching somnambulism to understand whatever I could about it. Sleepwalking itself wasn’t scary. It was the shit people who sleepwalked did that made it dangerous. I’d ended up in a rabbit hole of stories that I promptly backed the fuck out of when I came across a story of a guy who went for a drive asleep.
That was the cap for me. I wasn’t sure I could handle more. The image of her walking off her dock had been too much for me, especially after her joking statement of drowning in two inches of water. I knew she could swim but still. 
The door opened, and she wandered out. I noted the puffiness in her eyes and the redness of her nose but said nothing right away. Instead, I held out a hand. 
“Hey,” Raven whispered, shuffling across the house with a yawn. Her hand slipped into mine, and I pulled her into my lap. Wrapping my arms around her, I held her close as she buried her face in my neck. “What time is it?” 
“Just after four,” I said. She groaned. “Don’t feel bad. You needed the sleep.”
“But the kids—”
“Are well taken care of,” I finished for her. “Honey, you inspired at least half the town to get involved and take care of those kids. You can take a day off without anything happening to them. I promise.”
She made a sound, something I wasn’t sure if it was an agreement or annoyance.
“How are you feeling?” I asked. I tried to lean back enough to look at her, but her arms tightened around me to lock me in place. She grunted but said no more. “Can I make you something to eat?” 
Another grunt.
“Raven, honey, you know you did nothing wrong, right?” I said. The groan she let out told me otherwise. As much as she didn’t want me to, I peeled her off of me. Those whiskey eyes glittered with tears, and I brushed my thumbs under her eyes. “Honey, no one thinks less of you for what happened.”
“But people do think something,” Raven snapped. A flash of frustration passed over her expression. “What do people think, Declan?”
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I reiterated. “How about we get dressed and go get an early dinner? Afterward, we can swing by your house and pack a bag or however many you need.”
“Pack a bag?” She frowned. “Where am I going?” 
“Back here,” I told her. “I figured you could stay here for a while. You don’t even have to stay with me. You can have the guest room. It’s just safer here.”
“Safer?” she repeated with disbelief. Her body went rigid as she glared at me. “I don’t need you to keep me safe!”
“Raven, you can’t stay at your house—”
“Can’t?” She shot to her feet as her voice rose in volume. “You can’t tell me what to do or not to do! It’s my house!”
“And you walked off the dock in your sleep!” I replied hotly, my anger rising to match hers. It wasn’t my best move—I knew that—but she couldn’t possibly think it was safe to go home. She looked like I’d slapped her. “Raven—”
“No!” she yelled as she stormed up the stairs. Where the hell was she going? I was up and out of the chair to follow her when I heard a door slam. Maybe it was better to wait until she came back down the stairs. 
I paced the kitchen, my chest aching, as I waited. Minutes passed. I felt crazed. Or maybe I was just really fucking tired. Both. Definitely both. Either way, I just wanted to go up the stairs and make it right. I wanted to make her realize that doing what she was doing wasn’t safe.
Another door slammed and Raven came storming down the stairs, fully dressed. For such a tiny thing, when she raged, it was violent as she stomped around my house to gather the few things she had. Was this the anger her dad mentioned?
“Raven, we need to talk about this,” I said. 
“I think you’ve talked enough,” she shot back. She paused long enough to stuff her feet into her shoes. 
“Where are you going?” I asked. Saying nothing, she flung open my door and left. “Jesus fuck.”
Grabbing my boots and my keys, I hurried after her, slamming the door as I did. Trying to put them on as I chased after her was a fucking feat. It did nothing to help my temper. When it became evident she intended to walk home, I switched directions and got in my truck. 
“Get in the truck, Raven,” I ordered as I rolled alongside her with the window closed. 
“No.” She never looked at me. Her jaw clenched and her lips pressed together tightly. 
“You can’t walk across town,” I told her. 
“Can’t, can’t, can’t,” she muttered under her breath as she rolled her eyes. What the fuck? 
“Get your ass in this truck or so help me, honey, I’ll put you in it myself,” I growled. My wolf voiced its agreement as the deep sound tore through me. She stopped, seething as she glared at me. If looks could kill. I waited and wondered just how far she would push it because I wasn’t kidding. I’d put her ass in my front seat if I had to. No way in hell was I letting her walk across the entire fucking town to get home. 
She yanked open the door and got in. 
“You talk, I get the fuck out and walk home,” Raven said.
“Fine by me,” I retorted. I didn’t know what the hell we were even fighting about. What the hell had I done wrong? 
True to my word, I didn’t say a fucking thing as I drove her home. The energy in my truck was toxic and full of unspoken anger as we remained in complete silence. The second I entered her drive, she had the door open before I stopped. I didn’t have a chance to say anything. She was out and storming around the back of her house. 
Did I want to go after her? God, yes I did. Every fiber of my being hated whatever the fuck just happened. I wanted to run after her, apologize for God only knew what, and ask her how to fix it. Had I handled the situation to the best of my ability? Absolutely not. I’d crossed so many lines it wasn’t even funny.
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Raven hadn’t talked to me in two days. I blamed myself. Though, honestly, I struggled to understand what I’d done to upset her so badly. Her dad had said she needed space after a rough episode of sleepwalking, so I gave it to her. 
Sort of. 
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I yanked my shirt over my head with one hand as I tried to complete my thoughts before our run. 
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Was I driving her nuts? Probably. At this point, I didn’t know what the hell I was saying. She was so much better at the unfiltered thoughts thing while I was over here talking about chickens. 
[image: image-placeholder]
I very purposefully avoided using the word sleep, which was probably for the better. Hell, I wasn’t even sure she read the messages I sent. For all I knew, she was ignoring me completely or just straight up deleting them. 
“Stop texting your girlfriend and let’s go,” Sam said. He smacked me upside the head as he walked past. The wolf hadn’t been seen in two days, but it was still out there and kept getting closer. As a result, we were trying to run every night. 
Better safe than sorry. 
“I don’t know if she’s even my girlfriend anymore,” I admitted, shoving my shirt and phone into my cubby. Nolan stopped next to me, stripping as well. “Is she at work again?”
“Yeah,” he replied. “And the first thing she said when she walked through the door was that she didn’t want to talk about you. At all.”
“That’s promising,” I muttered as my heart sank. 
“Give her another day or two and then grovel,” Sam told me before he shifted. He shook out his fur and huffed. ‘Make it an epic grovel. You’ll be fine.’
Except, I wasn’t sure groveling would fix this. Whatever this was. 
We shifted and ran. Only Finn wasn’t with us. He had other shit to do. Though, he told none of us what that shit was as he left town. It bothered Sam, but it only made me curious about what the kid was up to. 
The woods were all-consuming and peaceful. With the wind ruffling my fur and the soft dirt beneath my paws, I should’ve been happy. I should’ve been calm like anytime I let nature take me. But I wasn’t. The thoughts in my head were loud as the run gave me more time to think than I’d had in a few days. I replayed the argument over and over in my head, trying to figure out where I’d gone wrong. 
‘Jesus Christ, Dec,’ Sam snapped as he slowed to a stop. We all followed suit, panting hard.‘Reel the mopey boyfriend shit in, will you? Shit.’
‘If you need to talk about something, maybe just talk about it,’ Nolan said. ‘Stop broadcasting it.’
I hadn’t realized I was. Damn it.
‘Except, I don’t know what to say,’ I replied. ‘Fuck, I can’t even figure out where I went wrong. I offered her a place to stay. She can’t live in her house. It’s not safe. What happens if she walks off the fucking dock again? And drowns? I’m trying to help!’ 
‘Good God, you’re a fucking idiot!’ Shifting fast, Lucas threw his hands in the air with frustration. “Listen up, you fucking moron, because I’m the only one of us here who actually understands women. Why did she move to Cedar Harbor?”
“She said she liked the view,” I said when I finished shifting. 
“No, that’s why she picked the Brooklyn house,” he snapped. “Why did she pick Cedar Harbor? Why not stay in Chicago? She had a nice fucking house there in a gated community from what I hear. Why not go back to Florida where her family is? Why did she move across the entire fucking country by herself?”
I said nothing because I didn’t have a clue. I’d been asking myself the same thing. It didn’t make sense to me. 
“Because she’s alone!” Lucas exclaimed. “How can you not see that? She’s alone.”
“I know she’s alone,” I stated. “That’s the fucking problem.”
“To you. To you, that’s the problem. She wants to be alone. She has a condition she can’t fucking control and has spent probably her whole life with someone looking over her shoulder at every choice she makes. If anyone can understand that, it’s you. This was her chance to prove she could be alone. How she could do it all alone,” he explained. Oh. If he was right… oh, shit. “The first chance you got, you stopped asking her how you could support her and started telling her what she can’t do like you know what’s best for her! News flash! You fucking don’t. She’s a woman you hooked up with over the holiday, and you’ve just started dating. You went from the cute fucking honeymoon phase to an overprotective boyfriend who takes away her choices real fucking fast. That’s not cute. That’s a fucking red flag. I would’ve walked out on your dumbass too.”
He huffed out an angry breath of air, his expression set hard as he stared at me as I digested his words. Jesus Christ, when did Lucas grow up? 
“You’re supposed to come to me for dating advice, not the other way around,” I said. “I’m the older brother.”
“Like hell I’d go to you for advice,” he shot back. “You’d just help me screw it up.”
“Thanks, kid.” 
“You don’t fucking listen,” Lucas continued. “Men don’t fucking listen. Women aren’t that hard to figure out if you fucking listen! Raven doesn’t want you to fix her problem because you can’t fix the fucking problem, Declan. You can’t make her sleepwalking suddenly stop. Maybe if you stepped out of your own head for five seconds and stopped thinking about how it affected you, you’d see that.” 
I glanced over at Sam, but he merely shrugged. 
“I’m useless,” Sam admitted. “The woman I’m in love with is a lesbian. I’m the last person you should be asking for dating advice.”
“So, wise one, how the fuck do I fix it?” I asked. The truth was, I didn’t have a clue how to fix it, so maybe he did. Hell, I’d take any advice from anyone. 
“Nope.” Lucas shook his head. “You don’t fucking listen.”
“You can’t fix it. That’s the point,” Nolan said. “It’s not something you’re supposed to fix. You just have to figure out how to support her through it. We can’t tell you how to do that.”
I frowned, crossing my arms. But fixing things was what I did best. I’d been doing it my whole life. 
[image: image-placeholder]A couple of hours of running and a couple of hours of brooding later, I was almost certain I had it figured out. Lucas and Nolan were right. I couldn’t fix the situation for Raven. Trying to take away her independence had been where I was out of line. However, I could fix her house. I could help her feel independent and feel safe in her own space without needing anyone else—even me. 
Sitting in my truck, I took a moment to text her before getting down to business.
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The likelihood she’d reply was slim. I wasn’t about to focus on that. I needed to focus on the next phone call. 
“What’d you fuck up?” Roan asked when he answered. 
“Why is that your go-to?” I demanded. 
“Because no one calls me this late at night unless they’ve fucked something up,” he said with a laugh. “What’s up, Declan?”
“Do you remember when I helped you build those ramps for your brother at his house, all of your houses, the pack house, and the club?” I didn’t need to list all the places. I knew that. I just wanted to remind him how much had gone into my helping him before I asked him for help.
“You know, I vaguely remember a Byrne being there.” He hummed dramatically while I chuckled. “Yeah, yeah… it might’ve been you. What of it?”
“Think you could help me do the same? And then a hell of a lot more?” I replied. Wheelchair ramps were the start of the little ways I could fix Raven’s house. There were things I could do to take away the danger if she did sleepwalk. No stairs meant nothing to fall down. Closing off her porches meant she wouldn’t end up in the water or her neighbor’s yard as easily. The list went on. It was too much for me to do on my own. 
“All right, hit me with what you’ve got,” Roan said. 
“Here’s what I’m thinking…” 
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I read his text again—okay, maybe for the fifteenth time—as I sat on my back porch with a cup of forgotten coffee in my hand. I couldn’t stop reading it. The problem was every time I did, I started crying again. I was a mess and not in the fun, chaotic artsy way. I didn’t know what I was doing. I holed up in my house as much as I could. I had to help with the school care program, which made it hard as hell to avoid talking to people about what happened. Nolan and Ginny were great about helping me skirt answering. Every time someone asked, I turned into a deer in headlights if a deer in headlights also started crying. 
I was the absolute definition of a mess. 
If I wasn’t there, I stayed home doing everything in my power to avoid sleeping again. I set my alarm every forty-five minutes to wake me up. If I didn’t fall too deep into sleep, I wouldn’t sleepwalk. I’d make myself wake up, walk around, rearrange my few unpacked items, and whatever else could occupy my mind. I avoided phone calls from my parents and sister. 
The only good thing I did was make an appointment at the sleep clinic, and I only did that because the stupid dock taunted me. Sure, I’d woken up in Declan’s neighbor’s yard, but I couldn’t get the look on his face when he heard I’d walked off the dock out of my head. Mad or not at him, I hated that look. 
I was so damn tired and so damn alone. Maybe that was why I defaulted to re-reading all the little texts Declan sent. My heart fractured and broke without him, but I didn’t know how to fix it. I didn’t want his pity. I didn’t want him to fix it. He also didn’t deserve to be the brunt of my anger and frustration. 
I sat on my back porch with my head resting on the rail as I watched the sunset over the water. My coffee had long since gone cold in my hands, but I still hadn’t touched it. I had so much caffeine in my system yet I was still stupidly tired. Tires on my gravel drive were enough to make me open one eye. A twinge of hope had me wishing it was Declan, but it wasn’t. I did recognize his mom’s car, though, and sat a little taller as she got out. She carried flowers with her. 
“I never did understand why no one ever bought this house,” Maeve said casually as she stopped short of the steps with her back to me. “It genuinely has the best view in all of Cedar Harbor. Spring, summer, fall, or winter. It doesn’t matter. It’s really beautiful out here. It’s why Ty never moved.”
“Ty?” I asked. 
“Your neighbor.” She used the bouquet to gesture toward my neighbor’s house. I probably should’ve known his name considering I’d woken up in his yard a few times. “Tyson Marx. He’s a good man, quiet and to himself. We’ve all encouraged him to move closer to town where more of us can help him, but he refuses. I swear it’s the view.” 
“It is beautiful,” I whispered. 
“I’ll put these right here so you don’t have to put down your coffee,” Maeve told me as she set the flowers down. She settled on the step beside me with a heavy sigh. 
“If you’re here to try to help me not be mad with Declan—”
“Be mad with him,” she replied with a shrug. “I’m sure he deserved it. I don’t meddle in my sons’ relationships. I might meddle to get them to date, but they have to be able to date on their own.”
“Then why are you here?”
“There are times in every person’s life when they need a mom,” Maeve said. “I think this is one such time. And you seem to be without a mom right here and now.”
Oh… 
I would’ve given anything for my mom to be there, but she couldn’t leave Florida. Not for a few more months. I’d even offered to pay her and my dad’s salaries for the rest of their life if they came to visit, but she refused my money.
“Why?” I asked.
“I didn’t have a mother.” She glanced at me with a sad smile. “I have a mother—we all have mothers. Mine left me on her best friend’s porch one night with a note pinned to my backpack and a kitchen timer set to help me figure out when to start ringing the doorbell. I was four. The woman who raised me wasn’t my mother, but she was absolutely the mother I needed. I have two boys who aren’t my boys, but I make sure every day I’m the mother they need. You have a mother who loves you no doubt, but she’s not the mother you need right now because you need one here. Let me be her for as long as you need me.” 
“You barely know me.” My voice stuck in my throat as emotions surged to the surface. 
“I’ll tell you what I told Ginny and what I told Maggie. If my sons care enough about you to be with you, that makes you family,” Maeve stated. “Whatever happens between you and Declan—now or whenever—you’re a part of my family. Whatever you need, whenever you need it.” 
I stared at her. Words were replaced by a wave of emotion I had no hope of controlling. 
“So, what do you need, Raven?” she asked quietly. 
“A hug,” I said rather pathetically before breaking down crying all over again. 
“I’d be more than happy to.” She took the coffee cup from my shaking hands before I dropped it and wrapped her arms around my shoulders. I went willingly as she gently guided me in for a hug. She was all the things a mom should be: warmth and comfort wrapped up in a tight embrace. 
My chest cracked open wide as the pain of everything hit me. Old wounds and new ones torn apart with the weight of what I felt. I turned into her, eyes squeezed shut while hot tears poured down my cheeks. I put my whole heart into crying. Every bit of frustration, anger, worry, and fear came rushing out of me in uncontrollable waves. I laid into her, and she let me. She stroked my hair and whispered words I didn’t have a chance of comprehending. 
How long we sat there, I wasn’t sure. All I knew was the sun had set and a quiet darkness had settled around us by the time I managed to compose the little pieces of myself. I rubbed my eyes with the sleeves of my sweatshirt, mascara joining paint stains. 
“Sorry,” I mumbled. 
“You can’t apologize for taking me up on something I offered, sweetheart,” Maeve stated. She brushed my hair behind my ears as a wet laugh passed through me. “Do you feel better?” 
“A little.” I did. Not by much, but it was a tiny little start. 
“Good. A little is still progress,” she said. “I know you probably feel very alone here right now, but no one thinks less of you. The only thing anyone is thinking is how they’re worried about you. And it is okay to extend your family right now, to let other people in, to let them help you right now.  Or whenever.”
“I’m not good at that,” I told her. Not good. Shit, that was an understatement. I was horrible at it. 
“Sometimes, you just have to start with simple things like a hug.” Reaching behind her, she offered me the flowers. “And a gift.”
“Thank you.” 
“Now,” she rubbed her hands on her thighs, “I have to go cook dinner for a group of rowdy boys. They all moved out, but I swear I never stopped cooking for them.”
“I think you enjoy it.” I laughed. 
“I do. I do very much.” Her shoulder bumped into mine. “Should I tell him you said hi?” 
She cocked a brow curiously as she waited for an answer. 
“No. I’ll tell him at some point.” 
“Okay. But I will say, for whatever my son did, he probably did it with the best intentions, even if the execution was poor. That man looks at you like you hung the moon and all the stars in the sky. It’s the damnedest thing, I tell you.” Maeve said and stood. “And that’s all I’m going to say on that.” 
She smoothed a hand over my hair and pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. 
“Thank you,” I whispered. As I started to get up, she put a hand on my shoulder. 
“Don’t get up, sweetheart. I can get to my car,” she replied. “Let yourself get some sleep. Eat real food. Go for a walk, and get some sunshine. And don’t be afraid to tell me if there’s anything you need that I can help with. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“Good night, Raven.”
“Good night, Maeve
[image: image-placeholder]I didn’t go to sleep. Rather, I struggled to do so. I lay in my cocoon of blankets staring up at my primed walls with no ability to sleep despite being stupidly tired. My mind raced with dozens of little thoughts, and all of them revolved around Declan. Ultimately, mad, sad, annoyed, or whatever I was, I just wanted to talk to him, so I texted him.
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I didn’t expect an answer, but the response bubbles popped up almost immediately as if he'd been waiting for me.
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The conversation felt weird like neither of us knew how to talk to the other. I didn’t blame him for walking on eggshells. I’d started a fight during the last one. 
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The little bubbles popped up and then disappeared. Several times over before nothing. My heart sank little by little every time they vanished. Maybe I had screwed it all up. Or maybe he just needed space too.
Or maybe he was busy with his family. Maeve had said she was making dinner for her boys. 
Or maybe he didn’t want to see me. 
Maybe he just wanted out of this mess of mine. 
I groaned and yanked a pillow over my head. I ran through my rational versus irrational thought exercises, reframing my thoughts to the best of my ability. There were any number of normal reasons why he wouldn’t reply, but I could feel the spiral coming in as it always did when I was worn down to the barest of threads. Public sleepwalking episodes and the fallout always wrecked me in the worst ways. My confidence, emotions, and self-image were all up for the sacrificial slaughter. 
He didn’t say anything more, and I didn’t pursue the conversation further. Instead, I pretended that maybe I’d fall asleep. My phone vibrated against my thigh sometime later, and I glanced at the screen to see his name scrolling across it. 
“Open your door,” Declan said gruffly when I answered. My heart rate increased with the sentence. Scrambling, I dropped the phone and hurried over the plastic tarps in my living room to open the door. He stood on the porch, hands in his pockets as he waited. He looked as tired as I felt. Everyday clothes had been traded for gray sweatpants and a t-shirt. 
He was here.
It took all of a minute for that realization to register. When it did, I launched myself at him, and he caught me, lifting me in his arms. I wrapped my body around his and buried my face in his neck. I breathed him in deep, falling into the musky woods that clung to his skin.
I needed this. 
I needed him. 
“Yeah,” he muttered into my shoulder. “You can see me soon.” 
“Stay?” I begged. “Please, don’t leave me.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Declan told me softly. Nudging the door shut, he kicked off his shoes and carried me to the bedroom. 
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We skipped lunch. Well, I skipped lunch. Ginny indulged in cafe food while I ate enough ice cream for three people. I didn’t care. Ice cream was a solid way to mope after seeing the new doctor at the sleep clinic. I surrendered my binder, I answered all the questions, and still, it was nothing more than all the same shit. They wanted to do a sleep study, they wanted me to try a new medication, they wanted me to change my nighttime routine… blah, blah, blah.
“Blah, blah, blah… what?” Ginny asked around a bite of sandwich. 
“Did I say that out loud?” I frowned. Whoops. 
“Yeah,” she said with a small laugh. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“No,” I replied. “Just more of the same. It’s always more of the same. It never changes. There are no new answers. There’s no way to fix it. Blah, blah, blah.”
That was the gist of it. I hated seeing doctor after doctor to try and fix me. No one could magically make me sleep, and I honestly hated the process of trying to figure out how to manage it. I also hated the continuous suggestion to make sure I kept someone around to take care of me when shit got dangerous. It was a stupid ass suggestion. 
“Can I ask you about… it?” Ginny set down her sandwich and gave me her full attention when I nodded. “What’s it like? What… I don’t even know what to ask.”
“It started when I was three,” I told her. “It’s not uncommon for kids to sleepwalk, so my parents made the adjustments they needed and figured I’d outgrow it when I should’ve. Unfortunately, I fell down the stairs, and I kept getting out of the house. That was the biggest safety concern. I fell downstairs, I almost drowned in the pool, ended up in my neighbor’s house, and almost got hit by a car before my parents ended up moving to somewhere quieter.”
“That sounds awful,” she said.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “The biggest issue is how it affects my sleep. I don’t feel like I sleep, I don’t remember anything that happens while I sleepwalk, and I can’t seem to go back to sleep afterward. So, my sleep schedule is all levels of fucked up. I used to nap a lot during the day growing up. My parents ended up homeschooling me because I was failing my classes. I was either too sick to go to school because the exhaustion made me feel like crap or I fell asleep in school. I don’t sleepwalk all the time, but I always have problems with sleep. I don’t sleep enough, I can’t fall asleep, I can’t stay asleep, I sleep but don’t feel rested… that’s the real problem.”
“That sounds awful,” Ginny repeated. “I hate one night of bad sleep. It turns me into a baby.” 
“It sucks. Yeah, there are medications I can take. I don’t like how most of them make me feel. I hate that the options are to feel like complete crap all the time or don’t sleep.” I scooped out another giant spoonful of ice cream and instantly regretted shoving it in my mouth at the rush of cold pain. “The sleepwalking is embarrassing and has put me in some crappy situations, but it’s not even the worst part of the whole thing. Not really. I just… I hate waking up in places and not knowing how I got there. I really hate waking up naked in random places.”
“I think anyone would.”
“It gets worse when you realize I don’t intentionally sleep naked,” I continued. “But I often end up naked. My mom used to call me Baby Houdini. When I was little I could get out of any clothes she put me in at night. All bets were off when I figured out how to do zippers. I think she was just grateful when I potty trained.”
“Jesus Christ.” She snorted as she laughed. “I don’t even want to imagine that.” 
“I hate explaining to people how I sleepwalk or why I’m naked or how I can’t control it. I just… it’s just embarrassing.” I sighed. “Liam didn’t believe me at first. I walked off my dorm balcony, but thankfully, it was only on the second floor. He broke up with me when I told him. He thought I lied about the whole thing to cover a drinking problem. Then he sort of made it his whole thing to keep me in a little bubble. And I was so enamored with him for a long time that I let him. I let him right up until he died. But I’m done with being in a bubble. I don’t need anyone. I can do this on my own.”
“But what about Declan?” Ginny replied curiously. She grabbed her spoon and helped herself to a bite of cherry ice cream. “Doesn’t he want to help?”
“He does, but his version of helping was to suggest I live in his guest room until it passes. We’ve now reached the point where we’re not talking about that suggestion, and he’s spent the last two nights with me,” I told her. “At some point, he has to go home. This isn’t fair to him. He doesn’t need to spend his life chasing me down or worrying about where I’m going to end up.” 
“For the record, he’s Declan Byrne,” she scoffed. “Worrying about people is like a cornerstone of his personality.”
“But I don’t want him to feel like he’s responsible for me,” I countered. “I don’t want him to be responsible for me. I’m an adult. I can take care of myself… sort of.”
The last two words came out as a mere whisper. I was less and less sure of that fact. But I meant what I said. I enjoyed having him there, but it didn’t change how much I struggled with sleep. It wasn’t his job to micromanage my sleep problems. 
“Fair enough,” Ginny said. “So, can I ask about your husband?”
“Can I ask about your ex-husband?” I was hoping she said yes. I was so curious about Killian Byrne.
“He’s not technically my ex-husband,” she began slowly. “I just say that because it’s easier, but there are no divorce papers. I haven’t seen or spoken to him in over three years. Mistakes were made. That’s all. I just don’t want to talk about it.”
“How’d you meet him?” I asked instead. 
“We grew up together. I was his playground bully,” she replied with a smile. I laughed, almost spitting out my water. “No really. I was a mean little kid for being the pastor’s daughter. Killian and I have always been in each others’ lives. We didn’t get along, I picked on him, he told on me, it was a whole thing. And then when we were fifteen, things changed. I don’t know. Maybe it was me. Maybe it was him. But we got close. That was it. We were always together. He was my best friend. He was my first boyfriend. My only boyfriend. I spent one year away for college, but I hated being away from him, so I came home for a boy. And that boy became my husband.”
Okay, that was the stuff romance novels were made of. I kept that thought to myself. 
“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I stalked Liam after I met him.” Not one of my finer moments. “We met at my first college party. I was a naïve as hell freshman, he was a junior in business school… he kind of looked like a leprechaun.”
“What?” She giggled. “You can’t be serious!”
“A hot leprechaun!” I exclaimed. “His family is of Scottish descent.”
“But leprechauns are Irish.”
“He had this russet-red hair and these gorgeous green eyes! I thought he was Irish at first. And his accent! God, men with an accent are hot. Anyway, I was very drunk the first time I met him. I don’t remember half of what I said to him, but by the end of the night, I was very drunkenly convinced he was a leprechaun. Sober me was enamored with him, so I stalked him. Not the best way to get a man’s attention, but he found me endearing. Eventually, I let him take me out on a date.”
“You have a thing for meeting men with dark red hair while drunk, don’t you?” she teased. I made a face. Really? Okay, she wasn’t entirely wrong. Declan had dark auburn hair, and I’d been very drunk when I met him. “You just realized that, didn’t you?”
“Shut up.” I feigned my annoyance. “That’s a very specific type and makes my future very difficult if Declan and I don’t work out.” 
“Yes, well, I went from fluffy cop with dark hair and blue eyes to scrawny businessman with graying hair and brown eyes,” Ginny offered up as if that was any consolation. “Gary is nothing like Killian. I haven’t figured out if that’s a good thing or not.”
“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?” I said. The biggest reason Ginny joined me in Olympia was because she had an official first date with Gary. They’d had a few video dates, but he lived and worked in Olympia. “I can stay at the hotel in case your date doesn’t go well.” 
“Oh, it’s fine. Nolan is coming up to go book shopping with me tomorrow. There’s an estate sale he wants to go to. They’re supposed to have some great first editions he wants. We’re making a whole day of it.”
“Okay,” I said. “But you’re mine until your date, right?”
“Shopping, coffee, nails, coffee!” Ginny smiled wide. “We’ll have to come back in the fall. There’s this little coffee shop I love. It’s a total hole-in-the-wall kind of place. They have the best pumpkin spice coffee. And they sell it in grounds so we can stock up to bring home.” 
“Have you ever been ax-throwing?” I asked. Pumpkin spice coffee and ax-throwing sounded like the best way to spend a fall day date. My phone went off, vibrating against the table. I recognized the clinic’s number and dismissed the call. It was either keep making plans with Ginny to cover months of activities or make more plans with my doctor. 
One was much better for my mental health than the other. And truthfully, I’d rather embrace that. 
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When the news got around about what I wanted to do for Raven, the response was unexpected, even by my standards. Raven’s doctor's appointment was early, which meant she and Ginny were out of Cedar Harbor well before dawn. As soon as she left, I was in her house to move her few belongings into her art room. Thankfully she hadn’t unpacked much in favor of waiting until she had everything painted and furniture bought. 
I put Lucas and Nolan in the living room to paint while Sam and Finn covered the bedroom and I took care of the kitchen. We had a good hour and a half to paint everything before Roan and his crew showed up, which we magically managed to do. 
When Sebastian Monroe Jr. walked through the back door while we painted, I didn’t know what to do. I’d never seen the man in anything other than business clothes, but when he pulled a truck in her drive, he wore old jeans and a faded t-shirt. Piled in the back was new lumber. As it turned out, over half the kids Raven helped care for had dads who worked at the mill. When the news started going around about fixing up her house, the dads rallied and asked the Monroes to donate the wood needed to build her a decent fence. Sebastian decided to do one better and showed up to help put the fence in himself, which apparently he knew how to do.
With him came Henry, Connor, and more people I knew from around town, including several of the dads and their kids. After clearing the simple design with me, they went to work putting up a fence that’d keep her safe but wouldn’t ruin the view.
Roan managed to pull together a bigger crew than I’d ever seen him work with. It took us almost an hour to unload and organize everything before he had us in teams on the front lawn. While Roan was known to fuck around, he took his business seriously, so when he talked, we all shut up to listen.
“I’m going to be real honest,” Roan began with a grin, “I’m not entirely sure you didn’t pay off the inspector to lie. There’s no way in hell her house is in this good a condition.”
“I wasn’t even here when he looked it over.” I shrugged. But I’d been just as surprised. I’d expected the inspection results to make the house unlivable. The fact that we had a list—however sizable—to work through instead of burning the whole thing to the ground was impressive. “I just like knowing what we have to fix.” 
“All right, boys!” he shouted as he turned to his crew. My brothers stood with me off to the side. “We’ve got a long day ahead of us, but we’ve done a full house like this before. The changes aren’t bad, but there’s a lot. I need you to dig in and get it done. Stick to your teams and don’t piss me off.”
“God, he gives glorious motivational speeches,” Sam commented. 
“First thing first, we’re getting this door down.”
“Make Declan kick it in!” Finn chimed in loudly. 
“Deal!” Roan pointed at him with another shit-eating smile. Fuckers. “Make sure you film it for me.”
“Are you sure you’re not a Byrne?” I muttered. He sure as hell acted like one of us.
“As much as I can guarantee my dad fucked your mom at some point, no, I’m not,” he stated casually. I shuddered. Add that to the list of things I never wanted to think about again. “All right, we need to get this door down. I need team A in the back to rip out and replace the old porch to the specifications I gave you. I want a whole new porch laid down, additional supports, and screens on top with glass on the bottom to close it all in. We’re adding in a wide gate and trading out the stairs for a low-angle ramp. Team B, you’re doing the same thing to the front porch once Declan gets that door open. Byrnes, I want you to take out every window on the house and put prep tarps on the outside in case it starts raining. The last thing we need is to flood her house.”
“She did that already,” I said mostly to myself. 
“Yeah, but I wasn’t liable for that shit,” he retorted. “Did Jerry ever look at that?” 
“No, but Declan learned how to be a plumber on YouTube,” Lucas scoffed. I elbowed him hard enough to make him stumble. 
“I’ve done that,” Roan said. “I don’t recommend it.” 
“I think I did a damn good job,” I shot back. Okay, it was a crappy job, but at least she had a working sink—sort of.
“I’m sure you did.” He laughed. “Nothing else in the house can happen until we get the floor done. Watch your step. The wood is rotting from what the inspector said. I know it’s a lot to do in one day, but we’ve done one-day projects before. Stay in your zone and we’ll be done in time for beers at Donna’s, you hear me?”
There were murmurs of agreement and head nods. I knew Roan’s crew. They worked hard, they worked fast, and they did a great job. They’d done bigger jobs in the same time frame. It was why I’d called him. We planned to make Raven’s house safe for her to be alone so she wouldn’t need anyone. I’d spent days going back and forth between Mac and Roan to get the specifications right. There was shit Mac knew that I hadn’t even thought of like the placement of her furniture—something Sam was helping supply—and more. I hoped we’d get everything done before she came back from Olympia. It was probably better she didn’t come home to find a whole construction crew in her house, considering this wasn’t something I’d run by her. 
It was a hell of a gamble for me to take. I was putting my relationship on the line to do so. The thought of giving her peace of mind made it worth it. 
“All right, Declan. I need you to say the words,” Roan announced. He crossed his arms as he faced me. The grin on his face couldn’t get any wider. “Before anything happens, I’m going to need to hear you say it.”
Fucking man. Of course, he’d make me say it in front of everyone. But I swallowed my pride. Whatever it took to get my girl comfortably back in her house was worth it. 
“Fine.” I sighed. In a voice loud enough for everyone to hear, I continued, “Roan Ironwood, I’m—”
“Oh! Hold up!” He waved at Finn. “Film this, kid.”
Goddamnit. 
“Roan Ironwood, you magnificent beast, today, I’m your bitch,” I said loudly when Finn had his phone up as he laughed with my brothers. After thirty-some years of friendship, the phrase had a fuck ton of stories tied to it. It’d started with stupid dares when we were young. As we got older, it turned into a thing we did every time one of us needed a favor from the other. 
“Yes, you are.” Roan clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Get that fucking door down, bitch.” 
It was going to be a long day of him calling me a bitch. I shook my head and went to break the door down. 
[image: image-placeholder]An hour later, I was sweating balls, Roan was pissed the fuck off, and the door hadn’t fucking budged in the frame. I was so goddamn close to grabbing an ax and chopping my way through it like we were in The Shining, but Lucas insisted on putting a call into the fire department instead. 
Only Raven would have a house with an unbreakable door. 
“What the fuck is this thing made of?” Roan grunted as he laid into it once more. Team A was hard at work on the back porch while Sam, Finn, and Nolan were going through and taking out every window. Even the fence around the entirety of her house was making progress. All of it meant we weren’t completely derailed as we waited for the firetruck to show up. 
“I’m about to take a fucking ax to it if they don’t get their shit together and get here,” I grumbled. 
“I’m about to let you,” he said. As we bitched, they showed up. 
“I slathered it in wood glue and gorilla glue as a prank in high school,” one of the firefighters announced as he hopped off the truck. Chris. I was almost certain his name was Chris. I wanted to wipe the lopsided smile on his face as he laughed. 
“How the hell was it a prank when no one lived here?” I demanded. “And it had to be more than that since the door isn’t fucking opening.” 
“Just get the door down before he chops his way through it,” Roan cut in. “We’re losing hours the more entertained you get by the shit you pulled.”
We stepped back and let them take over. Even with all their equipment, they ended up doing exactly what I would’ve done and took an ax to the door. I did my best to hide my frustration, but I knew I wasn’t doing well. 
“And now we need to fix the fucking frame,” Roan snapped as he assessed the damage left behind. “Fuck! Okay. I need you to get these specifications. If Miles doesn’t have something we can put in here, we need someone to make a trip to Olympia.”
“Miles won’t have this in stock,” I said. I ran my fingers over the frame as I inspected every inch of it to see if it was salvageable. It wasn’t. “We’ll send Nolan with my truck. He’s least useful.”
“I heard that!” Nolan hollered from somewhere inside. 
“Sorry, kid!” I yelled back. 
“I didn’t say you were wrong,” he replied with a laugh. “Just that I heard you.” 
“Then get your shit together and get ready to go,” I told him. Quieter, I asked Roan, “Is there anything else we need him to get that we don’t have?”
“Nah.” Roan shook his head. “We should be good. All right, let’s move on this porch! We’re burning daylight!”
“Where do you want me?” 
“Check on your brothers to make sure they’re not fucking up my windows, get Nolan’s ass out of here and on the road, and then come help me out front,” he said. He started to walk away but paused. With a flash of a smile, he added, “Bitch.”
“Fucking animal.” I rolled my eyes, chuckling as I went to do exactly whatever the hell he wanted. 
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Sweat coated my back, my body ached in places I didn’t know could hurt, and I was fucking exhausted. I’d worked non-stop through every break the others took. When Mom showed up with food for everyone, she followed me around to feed me because I refused to stop. I wasn’t alone. Roan worked his ass off right alongside me. Mom gave him the same speech she gave me, but he didn’t stop either. 
But we fucking did it.
By late evening, both porches were done. The only thing left to do were the screens. The floors had been replaced with unfinished wood and topped with soft carpet. The bathroom tile had been scraped off and replaced. A brand new fence surrounded her entire house. Sam had a truck full of bedroom furniture backed up the drive. Most of it he’d made, but the mattresses I’d bought for her. New windows were being put in while Roan and I made minor adjustments to shit like relocating her kitchen island so she didn’t hurt herself by walking into it. 
And, to top it all off, I’d managed to convince Henry that Raven didn’t need chickens. 
All in all, I was thrilled with the outcome. 
“What the hell is happening in my house?” Raven’s voice made me freeze, instant dread weaving through me. She came home early. 
“Don’t stop!” Roan grunted. 
“Sorry,” I muttered through clenched teeth. We moved the island the last inch he needed. I wiped my hands on my thighs and faced Raven. If looks could kill, she’d be a hell of an assassin. Twice now, I’d been on the receiving end of that look. She gave my mother competition. “Hi.” 
“Outside. Now,” she snapped. I followed her while Roan let out a quiet laugh. I flicked him off over my shoulder. Despite her anger, a little bit of satisfaction flashed through me when she stormed down the steady ramp leading to her backyard. I trailed after her as she stalked across the lawn to a private spot. When she rounded on me, she demanded, “What the hell did you do to my house?” 
Taking a moment to gather my thoughts, I ran a hand through my hair as I exhaled slowly. This was the make-or-break moment. There was a good chance our relationship wouldn’t come back from my decision to do this without her permission. I knew enough to know she wouldn’t have gone for it if I broached the subject. 
“Look, I know we’ve danced around this the last couple of days, but it’s something we need to talk about,” I said quietly. “I thought by having you stay with me that you’d be safe. That all of this would be a phase we’d work through. Except it’s not a phase, and I have to accept that. I know your sleepwalking can come and go. You staying with me every time isn’t a solution. And I understand that you came to Cedar Harbor to prove you could do this on your own. I respect that. But I am who I am, Raven. I can’t sit around and know you’re in this house with everything going on. It’s not safe. This house isn’t safe. I won’t push you to stay with me, but I can’t do nothing, either.”
She crossed her arms as she stared up at me. The anger faded from her face, but something unreadable replaced it. That bothered me more than the anger. At least with that, I knew what she was thinking. 
“Did my dad put you up to this?” Raven asked. 
“No,” I told her. “But he did offer some insight on things I could do to make it safer for you to be alone here.”
“Alone?” Her eyes widened at the notion, and I nodded.
“Alone. I’m not the solution, and I accept that. But I know things and I know people. Your house is safer now. You have ramps instead of stairs, gates to lock up your porches, and they’re closed in now. The carpet is safer according to your dad. We moved the island inward so you won’t run into it. Roan is going to add a folding gate going into your kitchen so it lessens the risk more. We couldn’t get a security system in here. Your dad said that’s important, but the guy can’t get up here for another month. Sam has a full set of furniture for your bedroom because I read routine is important. I think sleeping in a bed rather than on the floor is better.”
“You read?” Her expression broke, something between surprise and appreciation softening her face. 
“I spent hours reading. There’s some scary shit out there about sleepwalking,” I whispered. “I can’t fix it, honey. And I don’t want you to feel like you have to rely on me. But I will learn everything I can to help you if you let me. Is that okay?”
“And what about everyone here? Did you ask them too?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I hired Roan and his crew to do the job. My brothers are here because they like you. But everyone else? I know you think being in a small town means everyone’s talking about you. And they are. But not in the way you think. They’re worried about you, Raven. A bunch of the kids you take care of have dads that work at the mill. They got together and got Monroe Jr. to come out here. He donated all the wood for a new fence. He and all the dads came out here to build it for you, and they made sure you didn’t lose your view.”
“Oh…” she let out. Her gaze trailed over the crew moving in and out of her house as they worked and over the group of people doing whatever they could to help. 
“This is small-town life, honey. We take care of the people we love,” I said. Those whiskey eyes found mine as she searched my face. I said what I said, and I meant it. Though, I probably should’ve just told her out loud how I loved her. As a little reprieve, I added, “For the record, I talked Henry out of giving you chickens. I don’t know how chickens would help, but he tried.”
“No. No, no, no. I don’t need chickens,” Raven replied quickly. She turned in a slow circle as she studied everything another time. An agonizing silence stretched between us. I desperately wanted to know her thoughts, and I had a limited time to figure it out before Roan needed me all over again. 
“So,” I began tentatively, “are you and I done? Did I fuck up with this?” 
“What? No!” she exclaimed with an edge of panic in her voice. “No… no, Declan. I just… this is the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.” 
Emotion clogged her throat, and she stepped into me, wrapping her arms around my waist. I held her close and kissed the crown of her head. A small shudder rolled through her body, making me tighten my arms. 
“How’d your doctor's appointment go?” I asked. She groaned, which I was learning spoke volumes about how she felt about the whole situation. I didn’t blame her. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“Blah, blah, blah,” Raven grumbled as she took a step back. I brushed away a stray tear. “I have a new medication to try out, and I probably should start getting into a nighttime routine. The sleepwalking isn’t the problem.”
I’d beg to differ.
“It’s not?” 
“I mean, it’s a problem, yes,” she said. “But the problem is that I don’t sleep. I’m a horrible sleeper.”
“All right, so, we’ll figure out a nighttime routine,” I told her. The words left my mouth before I thought better of them. It probably wasn’t my best move to start involving myself in that. “Rather, we can figure out our individual nighttime routines… together… from our own house.”
She laughed, a beautiful smile breaking the sadness in her expression. The sound was comfort and home rolled into one as it washed over me. It’d been a few days since I’d heard her laugh. I hadn’t realized just how much I missed it until that moment. 
“Or we can coordinate our schedules,” Raven replied. “You don’t need to walk on eggshells, Declan. I’m not mad at you. I just… you can’t imagine what it’s like to not have control over a part of your life.”
Weirdly, I could. Though, I couldn’t make that correlation out loud. Besides marriage and kids by an expected age to appease the masses was much different than damn near killing yourself in your sleep. 
“I’m sorry I took my anger out on you—”
“Honey, I pretty much told you that you were moving in with me so I could keep you safe,” I interrupted. “It was stupid of me, but it’s not like I can just sit there and watch you sleep all night.”
“That’s hot in a creepy not-so-teenage vampire way,” she teased. I frowned. “I need to show you Twilight.”
“You don’t. I’m good with never watching that or any other teenage girl movies.”
“They’re good movies.”
“I beg to differ,” I said. 
“Hey!” Sam shouted from the drive. “I need your monster biceps to help move furniture in.”
“Oh, monster biceps.” Raven’s face lit up with the phrase, and I groaned. Just add that to the list of things I never wanted to hear again. “Go move furniture with your monster biceps, baby, and we can hash out the logistics of routines later.”
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The cheers drowned out anything else she tried to say. The tiny pout of frustration on her lower lip was adorable. I hauled her against me to kiss her forehead. 
“They’re a rowdy fucking bunch,” Roan commented while the others began dispersing. “And we have motels for the night. They’ll drink your bank account dry if you let them.”
“Please, let them try,” she scoffed. I crossed my arms, grinning. We’d have a dead construction crew before they even dented her bank account from my understanding. “And you, I need to know how much today cost.”
Crap. That I didn’t want to happen. I wanted to do this for her. 
“Declan and I already worked something out,” Roan dismissed. “We’re all good.”
“Oh, we’re not all good. You’re not charging him a thing,” Raven retorted, her tone adamant. “It’s my house, my payment. I need to know how much.”
“Well… between rush fees, labor costs, materials…” his voice trailed off as she walked away, heading into her house. Under his breath, he demanded, “What the hell am I supposed to say?” 
“I don’t know.” I shrugged. I hadn’t thought about her trying to take it over. I’d gone through my budget for a good two years, forfeited the update on my drive, and decided I had to start calling in past-due accounts to make this work. I wasn’t complaining, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat for her. 
“Run this for the entire cost,” Raven ordered when she rejoined us and shoved a black card in Roan’s hand. Bossy little thing. I loved that about her. “Add an extra thousand for each of your crew members as a thank you to me, and you’re going to pay the same rate to the Byrnes. But you’re going to write them the checks because they won’t take the money from me.”
“Wait a minute,” I interjected. She wasn’t supposed to pay me for the job I set up without her knowing. 
“All the Byrnes?” Roan asked and glanced at me. 
“You’re not paying me—”
“All the Byrnes,” she repeated strongly. I closed my mouth before I argued more. She arched a brow, daring me to argue with her, but I didn’t take the bait. 
“Let me just figure out the amount, and I’ll let you know before I run—”
“Just run the card, Roan,” Raven insisted. “No matter what number you come up with, it won’t make a difference. I won’t even notice the money is gone.” 
I couldn’t fathom living like that. 
“Oh my, God!” Roan exclaimed. Instead of saying anything to her, he rounded on me with a wide grin. “You got yourself a sugar mama!”
“I do not have a sugar—”
“You definitely have a fucking sugar mama.” He laughed. “Fuck, when you have a one-night stand, you go all in. Wait until Mav and Axel hear about this.”
“No!” I groaned. It was bad enough Sam had told him about me hooking up with Raven on New Year’s Eve, but his brothers didn’t need to know all the details. “Come on!”
“Get over it, bitch,” he said as he backed toward his truck. “I’m telling them all the dirty details. Be right back, sweetheart. I’ll write this information down, and we’ll head over to the bar. Poor Donna’s going to have her hands full with my boys.” 
“Thanks, Roan!” she called after him. The mischievous look in her whiskey eyes wasn’t reassuring as she faced me. 
“Don’t even,” I warned. “You’re not my sugar mama. I fully intended on paying for all of this. It wasn’t something I wanted you covering.”
Resting her hands on my forearms, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed me. My eyes slid shut as I leaned into it, breathing her intoxicating scent in deep. Her tongue flicked across the seam of my lips, and I opened my mouth to her. My tongue met hers in a slow kiss that left my cock uncomfortably hard in my jeans. 
“Thank you for taking care of me, baby,” Raven whispered against my lips. She turned slightly and kissed my cheek. “You’re so good to me.”
“You deserve the world,” I told her in earnest. I just love you. The words stuck in my throat. I wouldn’t say them for the first time with Roan right there. “I can’t give you that, but I’ll give you whatever I can.”
“I just want you.” Her mouth brushed mine in a chaste kiss. 
“You have all of me.”
“You two are so cute, it’s disgusting,” Roan commented as he strode across the lawn toward us. He handed Raven her card, “There you go, my dear. I’ll run it for everything when I get back to the office tomorrow—”
“Including motel costs,” she interjected.
“Including motel costs,” he affirmed with a small chuckle. “I’ll email you a breakdown of it all. But for now, I need to get to the bar before my boys get out too rowdy.”
“Thanks, Roan! We’ll meet you there.”
“Make it quick, Declan.” Roan winked. I flicked him off, only making him laugh harder. I wasn’t sure what was worse: him calling me out on it, or the fact that I’d already considered it. 
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“So, she tells me she’s a Team Jacob kind of girl, and she says it like she’s going to fucking church over it. I’m over here naked as the day I was born not having a clue what the hell she’s talking about but nodding like a fucking idiot because I just want to get my dick wet. This fucking chick pulls out an ass plug with a long ass wolf tail attached to it!” Roan’s words dissolved into laughter as the rest of the guys at our table laughed with him. They were drunk, well-fed, and having a great time. I snorted as I hid my head between Raven’s shoulder blades, my whole body shaking as I tried not to laugh too hard. The wolf tail thing was fucking hysterical considering she didn’t know what he was.
“So, what’d you do?” Raven asked with genuine interest. She sat on my lap because chairs were scarce in the packed bar. The fact that she perched comfortably over my aching cock with no panties under her dress very quickly became a form of torture I’d happily die from. 
“I put her on all fours, held her tail like a goddamn leash, and fucked the Team Jacob right out of her. She’s Team Roan now,” he replied proudly and high-fived one of the guys at the table. 
“You know, the tail thing isn’t so bad,” she mused. “I had an art client I hooked up with for a while who turned out to be into it. For him, not me. I was fine with it until he wanted me to put him on a leash—an actual leash—and take him for a walk.” 
“What?” I made a face. I hadn’t heard about the tail guy. 
“I don’t like dogs! Why would I want to hook up with a guy who pretends to be a dog?” 
Damn it. Across the table, Roan was having a fucking field day. It was Christmas morning, and he’d been handed the best present of his life. 
“You don’t like dogs, huh?” His grin couldn’t be wider as I scowled from behind her. “So, not into the whole Twilight wolf shifter thing?” 
“No, but I’m not into teenage boys,” she said. “And really, at this point in my life, I couldn’t be Team Jacob or Edward without being creepy. At this point, I think I’m Team Daddy Swan.”
“Who?” Fuck, maybe I did need to watch Twilight just so I understood what the hell she was talking about.
“Bella’s dad,” she explained. “Hot overprotective dad.”
“Edward was like a hundred years old or some shit,” Roan pointed out. 
“Who went to high school over and over and over again! So creepy.”
“So no wolf shifters and no vampires for you,” he replied. His amused gaze never left mine. I’d never hear the end of this. I also hated that the more this point got brought up, the dimmer a future with her felt. “What is your type?” 
“Apparently dark redheads I meet while drunk,” she answered flippantly. 
“That’s oddly specific,” I commented with a laugh and kissed her bare shoulder. “Genetics finally worked in my favor.”
“Oh, genetics definitely worked in your favor,” she murmured. As if it somehow helped to prove her point, she wiggled in my lap. The perfect curves of her ass shimmied over the length of my cock, and I bit back a groan. I locked my arm around her waist to keep her still. 
“That’s not helping,” I growled softly. 
“I wasn’t trying to,” Raven shot back a little too smugly. I lost track of the conversation as it carried on around us. The bar was busier than I’d ever seen it. Roan’s guys moved in and out of the bar, splitting time between the patio and the cramped inside. Everyone was so distracted that I was more than comfortable with slipping my hand up her dress. My fingers skimmed along her inner thigh, and she tensed. 
“Not a sound,” I ordered, kissing her temple casually. “Good girls get rewarded.”
“Any way I want?” she asked breathlessly as my fingers brushed over her clit. I liked how she’d asked. It meant she had something in mind, and I wanted to know what. 
“Come for me without making a sound and you can pick the reward.”
“Okay.”
“Keep the conversation going with Roan,” I instructed. She nodded slightly and leaned her elbows on the table as she gave Roan her full attention. I didn’t listen to a thing they said, just sat back and enjoyed the show. I ran my hands through her wetness and pressed two fingers into her. She was hot and tight, her muscles clenching around my fingers. When she wiggled to push herself further into my hand, I gripped her hip firmly to keep her still. In slow movements to stay unnoticed, I slid my fingers in and out of her at a steady pace while I circled her clit with my thumb. 
I caught the little moments her breath hitched in her throat and how she played off her pauses as if she was thinking. As much as I enjoyed listening to every sound she made when I touched her, there was a dangerous kind of pleasure in watching her struggle to maintain her composure while I secretly finger fucked her in a room full of people. The more we played this game, the more I realized I wasn’t doing this for her. I was doing it for me. 
Her muscles pulsated around my fingers, drawing me in deeper. I tempted her control by stroking the pads of my fingers over that spot I knew drove her wild. She rubbed her hand over my forearm in a simple gesture before her nails dug into my skin hard. I coaxed her through her orgasm, taking the claw marks in my skin and the rush of wet heat around my fingers in stride. Her body melted into mine as she leaned back against my chest. I slid my fingers out of her and squeezed her trembling thigh affectionately. 
“I’m going to the bathroom,” Raven announced. She kissed my cheek as I scooted back to let her out. 
“You good?” Roan asked. 
“Yeah, just tired. I haven’t slept well the last few nights,” I said. That much was true. I was beat. 
“Hopefully you'll sleep better with her house fixed up,” he replied. 
“Thanks again. I mean it. I couldn’t have done this shit without you.”
“I know. And that’s why you’ll always be my bitch. Unless you take me up on my business offer.”
“You know why I can’t,” I told him. For years, Roan had been trying to convince me to leave my pack and join the Ironwoods. It wasn’t about the pack though. He wanted to go into business together. While it was a good opportunity, I couldn’t walk away. 
My phone vibrated in my pocket. 
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I bit back a groan. 
“I’m getting another round of drinks going,” I said. I rapped my knuckles against the table as I passed by. The crowd hadn’t slowed, which made it easy to weave my way to the back of the bar after having drinks sent to Roan and his guys. 
The bathroom door was closed and locked. However, when I knocked on it lightly, it flew open. Raven grabbed the front of my shirt and yanked me into the small space with her. Her mouth crushed mine as she fumbled with the lock. I didn’t offer to help, even when she let out a frustrated breath. My hands skimmed her body. I palmed her tits and flicked my thumbs over her nipples. The flimsy fabric of her dress did nothing to hide how they hardened. 
“Do you know how wild you drive me?” she demanded breathlessly between kisses while I pushed her against the wall. I tugged on her lip and trailed my mouth over her jaw. My fingers tangled in her hair, and I stretched her neck taut. She faltered in undoing my jeans as I swept my tongue over her skin and hovered over her pulse. Her entire body froze in anticipation. “Yes.. yes, please…”
I didn’t need to be asked twice. I sunk my teeth into her delicate skin and enjoyed the rapid flutter of her pulse on my tongue. My wolf surged with excitement, heightening my senses.  That feeling shot straight to my already straining cock, and I ground my hips against her. She took the invitation to tear open the front of my jeans. Her fingers wrapped around my hard length. 
“Jesus fuck,” I let out, bucking into her fist. The risky thrill and the prologue play had me wound up so fucking tight. I was ready to lose my load right there before ever taking care of her. Flipping her around, I ordered, “Hands on the wall, honey.” 
I hiked her dress up over her hips as she did what I asked. Fuck, she was a sight like this. Her skirt up, that perfect ass out, and her cunt wet and ready for me. A deep growl vibrated through my chest as I lined up behind her. In one long stroke, I buried myself to the hilt inside her. Her moan was loud. Too loud even for an active bar. I clamped a hand over her mouth. 
“Quiet now, honey,” I said. I kissed her shoulder as I didn’t move. Her body tensed around mine, and she wiggled impatiently. The simple motion tested my restraint, but I liked her like this. I liked my girl desperate and greedy for every inch of me. My lips dusted over her shoulder and up her neck. I whispered in her ear, “You did so damn good out there, letting me finger fuck this tight little cunt of yours in a bar full of people.”
I nipped at her ear, eliciting a little groan from her. 
“Did you like that? Knowing that anyone could see just how fucking pretty you look when you come?” I asked. She nodded against my hand. I pulled out to the very tip and drove into her once. The satisfied whine she let out woke the animal in me. Every heavy pant and every rapid beat of her heart echoed in my ears. The scent of her arousal intoxicated me. I bit the curve of her neck once. “No matter who sees you when you come or who hears the sounds you make when I fuck you, you’re mine, honey.”
With that, I let go. I drove into her with everything I had. I bottomed out with every thrust. Her moans grew louder behind my hand, and her legs trembled. Her muscles clenched around my throbbing cock, offering the kind of tightness to push me over the edge. The build-up was fast and intense. Heat clamped down on my spine as my balls drew up tight. I grunted with every thrust into her. 
“Touch yourself, Raven,” I ordered through grit teeth. Her hand found her clit, and her hips pushed back against me as she touched herself. “That’s it, honey. Come all over my cock.” 
She pressed her forehead to the brick wall, her entire body shuddering as she came hard. My hand barely muffled the sound of her scream. I was right behind her, my cock jerking as I pushed deep inside her, filling her with every drop of cum I had to offer. I rested my head on her shoulder. Her fingers threaded through my hair as she held me close. 
“Hey!” Roan’s voice was loud on the other side of the door as he banged on it, making us both jump. “Come on! Other people need to take a piss!”
Raven giggled while I chuckled breathlessly. Even though there was no way in hell we were getting out of there without him noticing, I still held a finger to my lips. She leaned against the wall to catch her breath with a blissfully satisfied smile on her face. Her gaze trailed down my body as I tucked myself back into my jeans. I fucking loved the hungry look in her eyes. It was a constant reminder that she couldn’t get enough of me. 
Despite Roan’s annoyed knocking and commentary in the hallway, I took my time helping her clean up. While I enjoyed marking what was mine, there was no need for her to walk around a dripping mess. I braced myself against the sink, bracketing her between my arms as she fixed her hair in the mirror and adjusted the thin straps on her dress. 
“God, you’re fucking stunning,” I whispered. 
“You’re not too bad yourself, handsome,” she said, rotating in my arms. She pulled me toward her and kissed me, her tongue sweeping through my mouth. My arm snaked around her waist as I held her close. “We should probably get back out there.”
I growled my protest but let go nonetheless. Hang out with a bunch of drunk guys or get my girl naked all over again… really, it wasn’t a contest. 
Breezing around me, she threw open the door with a wide smile.
“Hi, Roan!” Raven greeted cheerfully. 
“Jesus fuck, you women take forever to piss,” Roan complained. “They need two bathrooms here.”
“It’d make things easier,” I agreed, coming out from behind the door. The sight of me stopped him dead in his tracks, the look of shock on his face worth it. 
“Thanks again for my house,” she continued as if nothing had happened. She briefly kissed him on the cheek before starting down the hall. I trailed behind her, hands in my pockets.
“Did you just fuck your girlfriend in the bathroom?” Roan demanded, his voice rising a notch with his disbelief. “Mr. Do-What-I’m-Supposed-To fucked his girlfriend in a bar bathroom?”
I rotated slowly on my feet in a continuous circle and tossed him a shit-eating grin as I did. Yeah, I was pretty damn proud of myself. 
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“Can I be honest about something?” Declan asked, his deep voice filling the silence in his truck as he drove me home. The body-melting bathroom sex and the few drinks I’d had left me comfortably buzzing. I shifted in my seat to study his profile. 
“I would hope you know you can always be honest with me,” I said. His lips pressed together tightly. “What’s going on in that handsome head of yours, baby? Talk to me.”
He reached over the console, resting his hand on my exposed thigh. Just the barest touch from the rough pads of his fingers sent delicious sparks cascading through my body. 
“Is this about dinner with your family on Sunday?” I pressed when he didn’t say a word. I covered his hand with mine for reassurance.
“Oh, this has nothing to do with my family,” he replied quickly, shaking his head. He sighed. The seriousness in his expression worried me. “How did you know exhibitionism was your thing?”
Well, I wasn’t expecting that.
“Oh.” I clicked my tongue as I thought it over. “Do you want the explicit answer? Or do you want me to gloss over some of the details?”
I wasn’t sure how comfortable he’d be hearing the intimate details of my past relationships. Hell, I didn’t want to hear any more about his with Maggie. It already bothered me that she’d shamed him for enjoying what he did. 
“Explicit is fine.”
“I told you we had an open marriage,” I began, “and the first guy I slept with was a client of mine. He regularly visited the gallery, commissioned specific art pieces for his penthouse or parties, and overall just invested a lot of time into me. He knew about my situation with Liam and had a similar situation with his husband. Anyway, we decided to pursue something physical, but he always came to the gallery. The second time we had sex, the bakery owner from across the street walked in on us. I’d forgotten to lock the door. She was very flustered about the whole thing. 
“I felt bad about it. But I also didn’t if that makes sense. It became this ever-present thought in my head about how much it turned me on that she’d walked in on us. We didn’t stop. Not really. She up and left fast, but the door was still unlocked. Instead of locking it, we ended up having some of the best sex I’d ever had. I masturbated a lot to the idea of being caught before talking to Liam about it. It wasn’t something he was interested in, which was fine. You have to find a middle ground when it comes to kinks. Not everyone is into the same thing,” I said. As I spoke, I watched his face closely and tried to decipher what he was thinking. “When I still couldn’t get the idea of it out of my head, I turned to Caleb. It started out small. More sex in the gallery with open doors and the like. It wasn’t entirely his thing, either, so it never went any further than that. 
“After Caleb, I tried online to find someone who could help me explore the fantasy. I’d done a lot of research online, talked to other exhibitionists, and still had a lot to figure out about what I wanted, my limits, and so on. I met a guy, Nathan. I joined a sex club with him. He was heavy into public performances, which turned out to be a little too much for me. I couldn’t go through with it, but I did end up meeting an older man named James. I found my stride with him. We had a long-running physical relationship. He and I matched very well when it came to what we both enjoyed. He was experienced, so the entire thing became about me figuring out what I enjoyed, my hard limits, and so on.”
He nodded slowly, clearly thinking about everything I’d said. I let him while he turned into my drive. His fingers danced along the inside of my thigh. 
“Why do you ask?”
“Because,” Declan blew out a breath of air as he turned off his truck, “I enjoy doing what we’re doing a lot more than I thought I would.”
“Do you enjoy what we’re doing because you enjoy me or because you enjoy the concept?” I countered. While I’d happily explore what he enjoyed about it, I wanted to make sure it was for the right reasons. “Let’s say you and I broke up—”
“Let’s not.” 
“Hypothetically!” I exclaimed and shoved his shoulder. “If we hypothetically broke up and you went back to doing your thing with Nadia, would you want to do this with her as well?”
“If she’d let me, yes,” he answered with ease. “At first, it was just about you, about reciprocity. But I find I genuinely enjoy it. There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind that I wanted to fuck you in the bathroom with a bar full of people outside the door. I don’t regret it even though Roan caught us. And we got caught by the docks.”
“Does that bother you?” 
“Yes and no. That more has to do with the fact that I know my mom heard about it,” Declan said. “And as sex-positive as my mom is, I don’t need her knowing anything about our sex life.”
“That’s a fair point. Push your seat back,” I ordered. He did as I asked without hesitation. I climbed across the console and straddled his lap. As I made myself comfortable, his hands ran their way up my thighs and pushed my dress up around my hips. I loved the little groan of appreciation that came out of him as his gaze fell on my bare pussy. “It doesn’t surprise me, you know.”
“What?” 
“That you’re enjoying it.” I leaned forward and kissed him briefly. My mouth dusted over his cheek and his bearded jaw as I kept talking. “There’s a rebel in you, Declan Byrne. The man who doesn’t want to do all the things expected of him… who wants to live his own life on his own terms” 
I quickly undid his jeans and took out his hard cock, desperate for skin-on-skin contact with him. My hips rolled over his length. The motion sent a delicious spark of pleasure through me as my clit pressed against him. I swept my tongue over his neck and nipped playfully at his ear. 
“I think we just have to let that man come out and play more. Tell me what you want, baby. Anything at all, and I’ll do whatever I can to give it to you,” I whispered. His fingers tangled in my hair, and he pulled me back enough to catch my gaze. There was something sad and sweet about the look in his dark eyes as I said his own words back to him. It was as if no one had permitted him to be the one taken care of. This man right here under me was so used to being the rock and the provider. He needed a hefty reminder of how he deserved to be loved, spoiled, and taken care of. I wanted to be the person to do that for him. Catching his mouth, my tongue met his in a slow and sexy kiss that left us breathless. “Tell me what you want, Declan, and I’ll give it to you.”
“Right here, right now?” The hungry look in his eyes as his gaze trailed down between us was sexy as hell. “Honey, your perfect cunt is dripping all over my cock. I don’t give a shit that you have a brand new bed inside to break in, I just want to fuck you right here.”
His fingers dug into my hips as I repositioned myself, lower down onto him inch by inch. His head tipped back, eyes shutting. The moan he let out fanned the wildfire building in my core. I braced against the seat behind him and repeated the torturous motion. The way he filled me up at this angle stroked that sweet spot deep inside, making my eyes roll back and my breath come faster. Each roll of my hips was precise as I purposefully paid attention to how his body tensed and strained under me. He was putty under my hands as I worked myself on his throbbing dick. 
“Take the dress off, honey,” Declan ordered, his voice gruff as if he was holding back. He reached behind him and yanked off his shirt. The moment I tossed my dress into his back seat, he latched onto my breast—licking, sucking, and teasing my nipple between his teeth. The man was all about equal attention as his tongue traced the lines of my tattoos before moving to the other side.
I was panting and wound up tight. My hips moved faster as I rode him, heat spiraling through my core. His hands roamed my body, but I could feel the restraint with which he handled me. The man was all about control. Balling a fist in his hair, I forced him to look at me. 
“Let go, baby,” I ordered. “Don’t hold back. Bite me, bruise me, make sure the whole damn town can see that Declan Byrne may be a goddamn gentleman, but he knows how to fuck his girl like a beast.” 
His eyes darkened with desire. Maybe he was already teetering on the edge of his self-control, or maybe my words gave him the freedom he needed, but damn, did he let go. 
Declan’s mouth claimed mine in a brutal kiss—hot and unforgiving, his teeth nipping hard into my lower lip. He grabbed hold of my waist and took over the slow rhythm I had going on. Roughly, he practically slammed me down onto his cock. Over and over in a way that hit against that deep spot. His hips flexed, and the angle of our bodies created a wet friction against my clit. 
I met his ferocity, my nails clawing into his back as I clung to him. My body trembled, and my muscles clamped down on his dick. He covered me in bruising bites. The sharp pain of each one was a stark contrast to the blazing waves of pleasure surging through me. I was hot and wildly unstable as he used my body exactly like I wanted him to. 
“Fuck,” he grunted against my mouth. His hand moved between us, his fingers rubbing against my clit in powerful circles. He guided my hips to keep me riding him hard and fast. “That’s it, honey. Come all of my cock before I fill this tight little cunt of yours.”
I came violently undone as I screamed his name for all of Cedar Harbor to hear. His release followed mine as my body milked his for all he had. 
“One more,” he growled. There was no arguing with him. His fingers tangled in my hair as his tongue drove into my mouth. The continuous contact against my clit had me frantic. My every nerve with lightning and liquid heat built furiously in my core. My body locked around his, and the pressure was deliciously unbearable. 
I squirmed desperately in his lap, needing relief. Panting and moaning loud into his mouth, he forced my body right over the edge. My orgasm shattered me as I came impossibly hard in a rush of hot liquid that pooled between us. Stars. I saw literal stars. My heart hammered wildly in my chest as I clung to him for dear life. His arms wound around me, and he pulled me back down against the seat as I trembled uncontrollably in the comedown. 
“You’re going to need new pants.” We were a sticky mess of cum and sweat. 
“Don’t fucking care,” he said against my mouth. “Absolutely worth it.”
A breathy little laugh escaped me as I melted with the physical euphoria that settled over me. Fingers trailed lazy tracks up and down my spine as he peppered every inch of my face with gentle kisses. I nestled closer into him. The intensity in his gaze was overwhelming as he watched me. 
“I love you,” Declan whispered. Those three simple words transformed the mood in his truck. Something akin to panic slammed into me and put a vice grip on my chest. I swallowed hard as I thought of something to say. 
I loved him too, didn’t I? Most days I thought I did. But it was so fast and so new. There was so much for us to still figure out about each other. 
“It’s just the post-sex high,” I replied. “You can’t know—”
“I can, I do, and it’s not the post-sex high,” he assured me and kissed the tip of my nose. “You don’t have to say a thing, Raven. I’m not expecting you to. I’m just telling you how I feel.”
Unable to find the right words to say, I nodded and laid my head in the curve of his neck to avoid looking at him. If I looked at him, I’d start crying. Guilt over my late husband mixed with half a dozen other ugly emotions as Declan’s real feelings were laid out on the table.
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Sunday dinner with the Byrnes was a whole thing. Declan had some work to do, so instead of going together, he just gave me his mom’s address. After trying out at least two dozen outfits, I’d settled on a lightweight sweater in the brightest shade of hot pink possible and jeans. I stopped in town to buy Maeve flowers and pick up a tray of cookies. When the bakery owner learned about my plans with the Byrnes, she threw in an extra dozen for free. 
The Byrnes came with free cookies. That was valuable information no one had given me. Unfortunately, I ate half of those free cookies before I ever got to her house. I wasn’t sure why I was so nervous. I’d met his brothers and I’d talked with Maeve for hours. Maybe it was because this was the first big official dinner with them as Declan’s girlfriend? Or maybe it was the way his declaration of love hung over me like a cloud. 
I was ready for this. For dating, for a relationship, for love. Wasn’t I? I’d thought I was, but hearing Declan say those words had set off a spiral of guilt-ridden thoughts. They were thoughts I couldn’t escape or even explain. 
Which was exactly how I ended up inside his mom’s house, watching as Declan tossed around a football in the yard with his brothers. I surveyed every gorgeous inch of that man as they horsed around. He was small-town, blue-collar scrumptious with his thick muscles, broad shoulders, tanned skin, and worn-down clothes. Even the hat he shoved backward on his head was frayed. He was the kind of man you looked at and just knew he could snap a person in half. But under the rough exterior was the gentlest man I’d ever met. He was soft, attentive, and incredibly passionate in everything he did. He was so in tune with me that in every lull, his dark eyes found mine, and he’d flash me that panty-melting smile. 
What the hell was wrong with me to feel so bad about letting a man like him love me?
“I know that look.” Maeve’s voice interrupted my thoughts as she came to stand next to me. She offered me a glass of red wine, which I accepted with a tiny smile. “He told you he loved you, didn’t he?” 
“How?” I demanded, my volume rising a notch. The woman was magic to have figured that out.
“When David told me he loved me, I slapped him and didn’t talk to him for almost six weeks,” she admitted with a laugh. “When I came home, I had the same look on my face that you have now. Deer in headlights.”
“Oh…”
“I knew he loved you from the first time I saw you two together,” she continued. “That boy has been very meticulous about everything he’s ever done, but you… oh, he fell hard and fast for you. He looks at you like you hung the moon and stars in the sky.”
Tears pricked my eyes all over again, and I forced myself to take a sip of wine. 
“It’s okay to feel guilty,” Maeve whispered. Her hand rubbed circles between my shoulder blades. “We took a vow of forever. When we grieve, we let the person we loved go, but often we forget to let the vow go as well. That’s where the guilt comes from. At least for me.” 
“You’re very good at this,” I mumbled into my glass. As if I wasn’t already feeling a crap ton of unwanted emotions.
“I think I’d rather be good at anything else but this,” she replied sadly. “As much as you’re good for him, I think he’s just as good for you. And I’m not just saying that because I’m his mother. Mostly.”
I laughed. With one arm, Maeve hugged me. 
“Don’t slap him and stop talking to him for six weeks. Just talk to him. I promise he’ll listen,” she said. That much I believed. I just had to work up the nerve to tell him my feelings. Well, I had to figure out how to put it in words first.
“Do you ever wonder what would’ve happened if you met David while you were still with Seamus?” I asked softly.
“David was Seamus’s best friend, so I don’t have to wonder,” Maeve told me. “They were inseparable from the moment they met. Some days I wasn’t sure who was in a relationship with Seamus… me or David.”
“Oh… never mind. It was a stupid question anyway.”
“There’s no such thing. If it’s worth asking, it’s worth asking. Why do you ask?” 
“It’s just…” I faltered, my voice catching in my throat as I watched Declan clap Sam on the shoulder, his head tipping back as he laughed hard. Even from where I stood, the sound did unspeakable things to me. “I just think… I think if I’d met Declan while I was married… I think he would’ve been the reason my marriage ended. It wasn’t a bad marriage… it’s just… I don’t know how to explain it. I just…”
Good Lord. Words were not my thing. How could I explain that Declan made me feel things I didn’t know possible? That my heart felt like it always belonged to Declan?
“Love him more than you thought you could love a person?” she suggested quietly. I nodded, unable to say it out loud. They were big and ridiculously scary words to say out there. “There’s nothing wrong with loving both men and with loving them differently. You aren’t dishonoring your husband or your marriage if you love Declan differently. Different isn’t better or more. Different is just different. That’s all there is to it.” 
“Thank you,” I whispered.
“Of course, sweetheart.” She opened the back door. “Well, come on. We can’t leave them out there too long with all the food. They’ll eat everything. You’d think once they stopped growing, they’d stop eating like cavemen, but no—oh, that looked like it hurt!”
It really did. While Declan had the ball, all four of his brothers took it upon themselves to tackle the hell out of him. They all crashed hard, Declan’s hat flew off, the ball landed God only knew where, and there was an obscene swearing and laughing.
“See?” She shook her head. “I raised cavemen. Sweet, uninhibited cavemen.” 
I laughed and followed her outside. Maeve busied herself with organizing the patio table while I set down my wine and wandered over to where Sam helped Declan off the ground. 
“Y’all are wild,” I commented as Declan wrapped an arm around my shoulder. He was sweaty, dirty, and positively beaming. 
“Please,” he scoffed and kissed my temple, “I could take them.”
“From over here, it looked like you got your ass tackled by four guys.”
“Yeah, but it took four of them to tackle me.” His grin widened as if that was a pride point, making me laugh. “Want to join us?” 
“Do you want your brothers tackling me?” 
“No. Nah, we’ll make it touch football,” he said. 
“Do you want your brothers touching me?” I teased. 
“Not when you put it like that,” Declan retorted with a pretend scowl.
“Head up!” Lucas shouted but a little too late. He’d already launched the football in our direction. I squealed and darted behind Declan as he swiped it out of the air with ease. 
“You make that look easy,” I commented. 
“I took a lot of footballs to the face as a kid,” he said. “You’re lucky I’m still this handsome.”
“Can I throw it?” I asked and held out my hands. He scrutinized me, and I knew he did it just to make me fidget. “Come on! It’s not sharp!”
“As someone who has taken one too many footballs to the face, I still deem them dangerous,” he informed me but dropped the ball in my hands. I batted it between my hands, testing the weight of it like I knew what I was doing. Spoiler alert: I didn’t. It only made him laugh harder. “Here, let me show—” 
Before he could finish his sentence, I swung the ball between my legs in a wide arc and launched it clean across the yard. It flopped, bounced, and rolled to the edge of the forest. 
“What the hell was that?” Declan exclaimed as he gestured in the direction of the ball. I broke down laughing, clinging to his arm for support. “That’s not how you throw the ball!”
“She who threw it has to go get it!” Sam shouted, wheezing as he laughed. 
“I think she should be on Declan’s team!” Finn added. 
“Hey! I’m not too bad at this!” I shot back. I wasn’t wrong. I wasn’t too bad. I was horrible. Still, I enjoyed pretending. “I have a great arm!”
“Go get the ball, wild thing!” Declan grabbed me by the shoulders, giving me a shake before he shoved me toward the tree line. “Bring back my ball!”
“Fine, fine, fine!” I threw my hands up in playful frustration. “I’ll be your sexy cheerleader!”
“Keep it family-friendly!” Nolan chastised while Lucas chuckled. I tuned them out as I jogged across the big lawn. The house sat on a huge plot of land with a yard perfect for raising six boys. Tucked away against the woods, it offered privacy and space for them to be wild and chaotic without disturbing neighbors. 
As I swept the ball off the ground, I took a moment to pause. I tipped my head toward the sun, letting my eyes slide shut as I enjoyed the warmth. Behind me, the laughter and banter were louder than ever. I soaked it all in. 
I could get used to this. Sundays with the Byrnes. Laughing, food, family time, and love. So much love. You could just feel the way they cared for each other.  Despite the unpredictable waves of emotions that rolled through me, in my heart I knew I could get used to this. I could see my life like this. 
With him. 
Something moved in the woods, and my eyes snapped open. 
“Raven, move!” Declan bellowed with a tone that sent a surge of fear coursing through me. I never had the chance. Something dark and fast burst through the tree line. I fell back into the grass with a shriek. A wolf snarled and growled, watching me as I stared right back.
Panic set in. 
My heart pounded erratically, thudding against my ribcage so hard the wolf had to hear it. 
Doing the only thing I could, I scrambled to my feet and ran. 
Bad idea, bad idea, bad idea. 
What a fucking day to be wearing bright pink. 
Declan sprinted toward me—had he kicked off his boots? 
I lost my footing and hit the grass hard, rolling onto my back as quickly as I could. I scrambled across the lawn but the wolf was faster. 
With one quick glance, I saw Declan running toward me. There wasn’t a damn thing he could do against a wolf. I wasn’t stupid.
He launched himself at the wolf. In those few seconds, the world slowed. His body changed, twisting and turning in unnatural ways. His skin rippled and erupted in a cascade of deep auburn fur. 
When he slammed into the wolf bearing down on me, Declan wasn’t Declan. 
He wasn’t human. 
He was a wolf. 
I saw it happen. 
I saw it happen.
It happened right in front of me…
I couldn’t… he just…
My heart hammered violently against my throat. 
What the hell was Declan?
The two wolves rolled over one another in a flurry of loud growls and snapping teeth. 
I couldn’t move.
“Up! Up! Come on!” Lucas ordered. Strong hands grabbed me under the arms and hauled me to my feet. He dragged me back away from the fight, putting me behind him. 
The wolf that had been Declan pinned the other one to the ground, teeth tight around its neck and a deep growl filling the air. The other wolf struggled but only for a minute before going still with a pathetic whine.
“Don’t hurt him!” a woman shrieked from the end of the yard. Charlotte? Naked? No, someone who looked like Charlotte. She ran across the yard, screaming, “It’s Jonah! Don’t hurt him!” 
As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Declan let go. 
Those eyes. His deeply midnight eyes found mine. Despite being an animal, I saw the regret and fear in them.
Such human emotions for an animal to convey.
I didn’t care.
I took a step back. 
I couldn’t care.
With rigid legs, I continued moving away from everything and everyone. 
Panic took over, clamping down tight on my chest.
I couldn’t breathe. 
I couldn’t think.
I couldn’t do anything.
But I could run. 
And I did. I ran for my car despite the voices calling my name and got the hell out of there. 




CHAPTER 79
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DECLAN


My head snapped to the tree line where Raven stood with the ball in hand, her head tipped back to enjoy the sun.  
Growling.
I heard it long before I saw it.
Something was in the woods, making its way toward us. 
Fast. 
“Raven, move!” I hollered and hoped the hell the woman wouldn’t argue with me. 
I was too late. 
She never had the chance to move before a wolf burst through the trees. My heart lodged in my throat as she fell back into the grass with a loud shriek. 
Who the hell was that? I didn’t know the wolf.
I sprinted across the lawn, struggling to kick off my boots as I did. Why’d she have to be so fucking far away?
Pain and panic blossomed in my chest and created an uncontrollable vice around my heart. Breathing was a fucking feat as I tried to get to her.
I watched as she scrambled to her feet and ran in the other direction. That pink fucking sweater… Raven made herself a moving target. The wolf chased her. The absolute fear on her face killed me. 
I had to get to her. 
The whole world came to a halt when she fell, rolling in the grass and landing on her back. The wolf was too damn close. 
I didn’t think twice as I shifted faster than I ever had. My wolf tore its way out of me, mirroring my desperation. I slammed hard into the other wolf and knocked it out of Raven’s path. 
Jaws snapped. 
Paws everywhere. 
Snarling.
Growling. 
It took no time for me to gain control of the situation and pin the wolf to the ground by the neck. It whimpered and struggled but only for a minute before relenting. 
So fucking close…
It’d been so fucking close to catching her.
That singular thought fired on rapid repetition in my brain. Anger seeped through every inch of my body. The growl that came out of me was dangerous as my hold on it increased. I saw red.
“Don’t hurt him!” a woman screamed from the other end of the yard. Not letting go, I glanced up to see Cecelia running across the yard—naked, frantic, and terrified. “It’s Jonah! Don’t hurt him!”
Oh, fuck.
I let go of the pup immediately. Jonah stayed down. Whether or not Jonah was in there or a disconnected pup had yet to be seen. At least he stayed down. 
My head snapped in Raven’s direction. Lucas stood protectively in front of her. Thank God.
The look of absolute fear on her face made my heart sink. Those whiskey eyes were wide and spilling with tears. This wasn’t how she was supposed to find out. A pup in his first shift, uncontrolled and erratic, attacking her was the worst possible way for her to find out. 
Her legs were stiff as she took steps back. 
I froze and waited. 
Waiting for whatever came next. 
She turned and bolted.
I chased after her, shifting flawlessly. 
“Raven!” I shouted. 
Her car door slammed shut, and the engine roared to life. 
Damn it. She was going to run. 
I needed her to stay. She couldn’t go. 
Despite my yelling, her car flew out of the drive and swerved erratically as she turned around.
I rushed to my truck and grabbed my spare clothes, fumbling through getting dressed. Sam tossed my boots near my truck. 
“Go after her,” he said roughly. “We’ll get Jonah taken care of.”
“Thanks,” I grunted as I yanked my shirt over my head. 
“You need to make sure she doesn’t tell anyone, Dec.”
“I know.”
“You make sure she’s okay, got it.”
“I’ll do my best,” I snapped before hopping in my truck. I wasn’t sure about that last part. I wasn’t sure if she’d ever be okay after this. 
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My truck was barely off before I was out and hurrying up the back ramp of her house. I didn’t knock. I wasn’t sure she’d answer. The door was unlocked, and I let myself in. Raven let out a tiny scream as she dropped her phone. Her eyes were puffy and overrun with tears, her nose red and her makeup smudged. The frantic, fearful expression on her face broke my heart. I didn’t want her to be scared of me. 
“It’s just me,” I rushed to reassure her. “It’s just me.”
“Just you?” she repeated ludicrously. “Just you? What the hell are you?” 
“We’re wolf shifters,” I said and took a step toward her. Quickly, she put more space between us and skirted around the edge of the kitchen island. I stopped dead in my tracks, letting her put as much distance between us as she needed, even if it killed me. “You can’t tell anyone, Raven. Please. You have no idea how many people you’ll put in danger.”
“Tell?” Raven practically screeched. “That’s what you say? Who the hell am I going to tell? No one will believe me! I’m the girl who shows up in peoples’ yards naked while I sleep! What would I say? Oh, there are wolf people living in the woods? They won’t believe me!”
“Raven—”
“I trusted you!” she yelled. Her face flushed red with anger as her chest heaved with panicked breaths. My own panic tightened around my lungs, echoing hers. If nothing else, I had to get her to calm down. “I trusted you, and all this time you’re… you’re some kind of… of… monster?”
“I’m not—”
“I let you bite me,” Raven whispered. Her eyes widened with the realization as she touched her neck. “Oh, God… I let you bite me! Oh, no, no, no, no… I don’t want to be—”
“Stop!” I snapped, grabbing her by the shoulders and giving her a little shake to break her rambling. “Just stop. You won’t… you won’t change. It doesn’t work like—”
“Don’t touch me!” She pushed me away and grabbed at the first thing she could find, which turned out to be a goddamn butcher’s knife from her knife block of all things. I took one big step back, keeping my hands where she could see them.
“Okay, okay,” I replied. “I’m sorry.”
“Get the fuck out of my house,” she ordered, her voice hitching in her throat. Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. “Get out of my life.”
How the hell could five words shred my heart? 
“Okay,” I blew out with a shaky breath. I strode out of the house and quietly shut the door behind me. On the porch, I paused and dipped into my wolf senses to listen to her on the other side of the door. Agonizing sobs greeted my ears, each one tearing out a piece of my heart.
[image: image-placeholder]By the time I pulled into Mom’s drive, I was numb. I’d replayed the conversation with Raven over and over in my head until it became painfully clear how fucked up I was. How unbelievably selfish I’d been. She was human. She had no place in our world. I’d been completely selfish to think I could have it all. And now, my pack was in danger if she ever decided to tell. 
Fuck. 
So fucking selfish. 
My brothers were there, crammed in the kitchen as they waited for me to come back. The energy was tense as I walked in. No one said a thing as I collected my hat off the table and slid it on. 
“She won’t tell,” I said. “At least, I don’t think she will. The pack should be safe.” 
“Oh, sweetheart, that’s not at all what we’re worried about,” Mom replied. I crossed my arms and leaned against the kitchen doorframe. My gaze drifted out the back door and slid over the perfectly put-together yard. It was as if nothing had happened out there. “Is Raven okay?”
“No.” I didn’t offer up anything else. 
“Are you?” Sam asked. 
“She told me to get out of her life,” I whispered. Just saying it out loud cracked my chest open wide all over again. I drew in a deep breath, refusing to break down despite the heavy emotions building inside me. And that was all I planned to say about that. “How’s Jonah? Was he able to shift back?” 
“He’s back at the pack house with Mike,” Finn told me. 
“He’s upset,” Nolan added. “But isn’t everyone after their first shift? He feels bad about what happened. We need to go talk to him—”
“I’ll talk to him tonight before the pack meeting. Make sure he knows it’s okay, accidents happen, and all that shit,” I interrupted, not caring about my language. “I need to talk to the pack and inform them what happened anyway. They need to know that she knows. Whatever the consequences are for me.”
“Come on, Declan,” Lucas said. “There won’t be any. You couldn’t have guessed Jonah would go on the run of his life on his first shift. Pups are unpredictable.”
“And I never should’ve brought her around any of it. It’s not an issue anymore anyways,” I snapped. I pushed away from the door and dropped my keys on the table. “I’m going to run to the house. Can someone drive my truck over, please? Thank you.”
I didn’t wait for an answer. I just left. The longer I stood there with them, the more they’d want to talk. I didn’t want to talk. All I wanted to do was run.
Run until all of this was so far behind me that it was a bad memory.
Run until the ache in my chest was nothing more than the labor of hard breathing. 
Run until I was so far into the woods that no one would hear me scream when I shifted back.
Fuck. Was this what it felt like to have your heart broken by someone you loved? It wasn’t even the fact that we were over. It was the look in her eyes as she called me a monster and held a knife for protection. 
From me. 
I scared her. I wanted nothing more than to protect her, but all I’d done was hurt her. That very fact made me want to crawl into the earth and disappear. 
My wolf echoed the sentiment, ready and willing to let me disappear. I shifted and darted into the woods, tempted to do just that. 




CHAPTER 80
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RAVEN






Whenever I cried, I called my mom. We had a whole thing about how to deal with big emotions and how to help me feel better. More than anything, I wanted to call her. 
But I couldn’t. I couldn’t tell her what I knew. What I’d seen.
I couldn’t tell her what Declan was.
I hated it. I hated not being able to cry to my mom when I needed her.
I hated Declan for putting me in this position. 
“You can’t tell anyone, Raven. Please. You have no idea how many people you’ll put in danger.”
The words played on repeat in my head while I paced the carpet in my living room, my nail jammed between my teeth. How many people? Did he mean… wolf shifters?
I shuddered head to toe just thinking the words. They sounded wrong in my head.
“Wolf shifters,” I said aloud to my empty house. Yeah, they sounded just as wrong outside my head too. “Wolf shifters… wolf shifters… wolf shifters…”
Jesus fuck, I was stuck in a goddamn YA novel. What else was out there? Vampires? Witches? Warlocks? Zombies?
I couldn’t go down the zombie path. Wolf shifters were enough. I wasn’t ready for the end of the world. I’d die first. No doubt. I wasn’t clueless as to just how inept I’d be at survival. 
I was spiraling enough without adding to it.
I wanted to leave. I wanted to get out of my house, but I couldn’t make it past my porch. The dark woods were alive with a collection of loud sounds I couldn’t decipher. 
Was he out there?
Were others out there?
Oh, God. What about the thing in the woods killing animals? Was that a wolf too? Or something worse? Bear? Bear shifters? Was that a thing? What other kinds of shifters were there?
God, a fucking door had been blown wide open in my head. I didn’t know what to do with it. I couldn’t process any of it. This wasn’t the world I knew and understood. I didn’t know what to do with this world, but it scared the shit out of me. 
Fresh tears started all over again. I sank down on the porch and buried my head in my hands. I’d never felt so alone in my life. Who could I trust? 
Who in the town was one of them?
Ginny? Probably. She was a Byrne after all. Did that cause the fallout between her and Killian? Had he… made her a wolf shifter?
Stacey? She did spend as much time as possible with her tongue down Lucas’ throat.
Connor? Was that where his love for animals came from?
Roan? 
Miles?
Esther? 
Vera?
Henry?
Michael?
Maggie? I wouldn’t be surprised considering her extensive history with Declan. 
“Hey.” The porch door creaked open, making me jump as Ginny appeared. Her expression remained carefully composed as she watched me and never moved from the doorway. My gaze darted around the closed-in space. My heart lodged in my throat. I was stuck if anything happened. 
Nothing would happen. I berated myself for the thought. It was Ginny. Right?
“Are you one of them?” I asked quietly. Part of me didn’t want to know the answer. I just wanted someone to talk to, to make me feel less alone. 
“Yes,” Ginny whispered. 
“Go away,” I said. 
“No.” Instead, she propped the screen door open and sat down on the wheelchair ramp. She rested her head against the frame as she waited. 
“Please, leave,” I tried again. 
“No,” she repeated. “My friend is hurting, so I’m not going anywhere. Besides, you look like you need someone to talk to.”
“Is that what he said? Did he send you?”
“Declan doesn’t know I’m here,” Ginny told me. “In fact, he’s given everyone in the pack explicit orders to not talk to you, bother you, approach you, confront you, and any other way you can phrase it. You’re off limits to everyone.”
“And yet, here you are,” I snapped. 
“I never was very good at listening.” She shrugged. “Guess you could say I’m a brat.”
I fell silent, refusing to look at her. My skin vibrated with anticipation she watched me, but what the hell was I supposed to say? Wolf shifters. Fucking wolf shifters. And why not werewolves? Wouldn’t that have made more sense?
“You’re mumbling to yourself,” Ginny said. “Do you want me to answer a question?”
“Why not werewolves?” I demanded. “Why wolf shifters? It rolls off the tongue easier.”
What a stupid thing for me to fixate on. At least it was better than focusing on the hurt I felt. 
“I don’t know. Ask the Irish.”
“Irish?” 
“Yeah, the first Byrnes were from Ireland,” she told me. “They’re dead though. We don’t live forever.”
“Not immortal, got it.”
“The moon doesn’t affect us—”
“I don’t want to know,” I interrupted. Sticking to my guns, I got to my feet. “And I didn’t ask for you to fix it.”
“I know,” she replied. “But I imagine it’s a scary thing to learn about. That’s why you're upset, right?”
“I don’t need you to try to fix this,” I reiterated. Just before I shut and locked the door, I said, “Go away, Ginny.”
I didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, I took my sleep meds, hoping I’d pass out and forget everything. But his pillow still smelled like him. Had I really expected otherwise? I curled my body around it, breathing the woodsy aroma in deeply. More tears trailed down my cheeks. 
I hated him. 
I hated him for what he was. For what all of this did to me. The fear, the worry, the uncertainty. That feeling that he’d betrayed my trust in him. 
I hated him, but damn it, I missed him. I missed him, and I still loved him. And no matter how much I tried to convince myself I hated him… I didn’t. Not really. Deep down, what he was scared the shit out of me. 
I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to know any of it. Life was hard enough without knowing there were magical things in the world. 
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But reality settled in as a misty breeze washed over my body, and I bolted upright.
God damn it!
I was in my yard. Again. 
Naked. Again. 
Judging from the sun setting over the water, I’d slept through the night and most of the day. Exactly how long had I been on my lawn?
I didn’t have time to focus on that. That mournful howl filled the woods once more, and I bolted to my feet. Why I folded my arms over my breasts was beyond me. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen it. 
“What part of get out of my life didn’t you get?” I yelled at the dark trees. Only silence greeted me. He was out there. I just knew it. How long had he been out there and as a wolf? Tears pricked my eyes, and I swallowed hard. I wouldn’t cry. Not out here. Storming up to my house, I shouted, “Go away, Declan!”
Except Declan couldn’t go away. Not really. Not in Cedar Harbor where he was the fucking town. I’d only be able to hide for so long in my house before I’d have to face everyone and their stupid nosy small-town gossip questions. 
Damn it. I needed to get out of Cedar Harbor. 
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DECLAN






I couldn’t follow my own fucking rules. I’d told everyone in the pack to stay as far away from Raven as possible. But me? I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t not see her. 
Stalking her woods in wolf form was the stupidest thing I could’ve done all things considered. Still, I went. Every fiber of my being gravitated toward her house. She was the center of my world despite the crash course we were on. I just wanted to be near her, even if she didn’t know it. 
I’d spent all day running in the woods and avoiding responsibilities. I didn’t want to see anyone. More than once, I’d talked myself out of going to see her, but at sunset, I caved. The run to her house wasn’t fast enough to get me to her. It was stupid. The likelihood I’d catch a glimpse of her was minimal. I probably wouldn’t see her at all if she didn’t leave her house. 
Except she had unintentionally. As I wandered to the edge of lining her drive, I saw her sleeping peacefully in the grass. Curled around herself, her head rested on her arm as she faced the water. Every once in a while, a shiver washed over her. And why wouldn’t it? The woman was fucking naked in her grass in a misty rain. Her back door and porch door were wide open. 
Fuck, she was too damn close to the water. 
She would’ve lost her shit if I went out there and woke her up. Keeping my distance was the smart thing to do, but I couldn’t very well just leave her out there. Tipping my head back, I let loose a low howl, keeping it enough to make her stir but not enough to scare her. I hoped. 
The frantic expression on her face as she shot upright told me otherwise. Whiskey eyes wide and distressed searched the forest as I gave one last howl. Raven surged to her feet and wrapped her arms around her chest. For modesty's sake? Maybe. Fear transitioned to uninhibited anger on her face. 
“What part of get out of my life didn’t you get?” she screamed in my direction. She couldn’t see me. I knew that. I was good at blending into shadows and being invisible. The hurt on her face killed me as she stormed toward her house. “Go away, Declan!”
‘You shouldn’t be here, Dec,’ Sam said, his voice quiet in my head. The grass rustled as he came up behind me. 
‘I know,’ I told him. ‘I just wanted to see her.’
‘I know, but you set the rule. I think it’s best if you don’t see her, either,’ he replied. He nudged my rib cage with his snout to urge me to leave. ‘Come on. Let’s get out of here.’
‘I don’t want this to be over, Sam,’ I admitted. Stopping, I looked toward her house once more but nothing. 
‘I don’t think it is, but nothing is happening tonight, and the pack needs you more right now.’
‘Did something happen?’ I asked. With one final glance at her house, I followed him into the woods. 
‘The wolf showed up at the Schraeder’s farm,’ Sam said. ‘On the Schraeder’s farm.’ 
‘On their farm? Is everyone okay?’ Worry struck deep. No good could come from it showing up on a farm.
‘Everyone but Ted, their sheepdog. It attacked, trying to protect Old Man Schraeder. The wolf ripped its throat out. Old Man is good though.’ Thank fuck for that. Still, that wasn’t good news. Sam continued,‘The people are scared, Dec, and I don’t blame them. It’s only a matter of time before it’s a person instead of a wolf or a dog or a bear or whatever else this thing hits.’
‘We have to kill it, don’t we?’ I whispered. It went against everything we were and everything we tried to be. But the longer this went on, the more options we exhausted. 
‘Unless we suddenly figure out who this is, we’ll probably have to do something drastic,’ he agreed. ‘Come on. Mom wants to talk to all of us.’
Sam broke into a steady run, and I kept pace. Breathing became rough as my chest tightened painfully, but I said nothing and ran harder. 
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“And if they kill it?” Lucas countered. “That’s an innocent person out there.”
“An innocent person that’s terrorizing a whole goddamn town,” he shot back.
“Language,” Mom chastised. 
“Eventually, we have to make a choice,” I whispered. I stood across the room from the rest of them with my arms crossed. I couldn’t sit still. I couldn’t lounge about like the rest of them. My muscles were coiled up uncomfortably tight, and I was on edge. I moved between pacing and bouncing on my toes while we talked. 
“He’s right,” Nolan said. “I hate saying it, but we can’t keep doing this.”
“I still don’t think anyone gets how that’s a person out there,” Lucas snapped. “What if it was one of us? Hell, I fucking went missing with my first shift. What if that had been me?”
“Language!” Mom reiterated strongly. 
“What are our non-violent options?” Sam asked. “Because at this point the collateral damage has been a grizzly bear, Declan, Michael, Connor, and now a dog. That can’t be ignored. What if this wolf bites a human in town?”
“It’d probably kill them,” Finn grumbled. I glared at him, and he shrugged. “You know I’m right! Michael lost a leg, you almost lost an arm, and Ted is dead. And it tore apart a grizzly. Tell me a human would survive.”
“Why are we handling this?” I demanded as I looked to Mom for an answer. “We’re not equipped to deal with this.”
“You’re not handling it,” she said. “None of us are equipped for this. There’s no training for something like this, Declan. I want your input, your thoughts. If I’m being honest, I feel… lost. I don’t know how to handle this.” 
Oh, fuck. Mom always had answers and directions. If she didn’t know, then what the hell were we supposed to do? My pulse raced with the realization. We were worse off than I’d thought. 
“I see both sides of the argument,” she continued. “On one side, I know we can’t go on like this. It’s only a matter of time before someone is killed. And I know that the more scared the townspeople are, the more danger the pack is in. But this isn’t just some pissed-off pack member or rogue wolf in our territory from the sounds of it. This is someone’s child… someone’s loved one… this wolf is someone. And I can guarantee they’re scared, and they don’t understand what they’re going through.
“How do I ignore that?” Mom sighed. I shifted my weight between my feet and stared at the ground to deal with the restless energy in me. She had a point. The person inside the wolf made this whole thing a mess. We couldn’t just kill a person. Could we?  “Every one of you has been in a precarious situation with your wolves. Situations that would’ve been dangerous without the pack’s involvement. This person needs help. That’s what this is: a person who needs help. I don’t… how do I just allow the people in town to kill them? Or let the pack hunt them down? No matter what happens here, it falls on me.”
“You have David,” Nolan replied. “And Natalie, Sylvia—”
“It doesn’t work that way, honey,” she interrupted gently. “For as much as I utilize them, I’m the only Byrne left. The pack doesn’t view them the same way they view me. However this plays out, it’s on my shoulders.”
“And ours,” I said. There was no way in hell we’d let her bear this weight alone. 
“What he said,” Sam agreed. “You’re not alone.”
“Not a chance,” Finn stated.
“It’s bullshit,” Lucas snapped. “You deserve better. But we’re with you. Whatever we have to do to make them see that.”
“We’re already prominently placed in the pack,” Nolan pointed out. “It’s not hard to figure that out. Declan plans his whole schedule around it. We’re with you every step of the way for all of it. They can’t make you take the brunt of it. We’re six Byrnes strong right now, not one.”
“You boys are sweet,” Mom whispered. Her gaze slid over the lot of us with a fond smile. “You grew up to be wonderful men.”
“Only because you let us live through our teenage years.” Sam chuckled.
“What would you do?”’ she asked. “Do you think we should kill this wolf? Hurt them with hopes it drives them out? Keep doing what we’re doing?”
My brothers weighed in with their thoughts, loudly debating it all while I curled into my own thoughts. My gut told me we couldn’t kill this wolf. That’d set a precedence for our pack that we didn’t need. Something we’d worked very hard to separate ourselves from. Sure, some packs killed at their leisure, but that wasn’t us. We were better than that. 
More than ever, as we navigated this, we had to maintain that. 
Hurting the wolf was an option but at what cost? What would happen if we tried to do just that? Would more of us get hurt? Or killed? 
The variables made me worry. We couldn’t honestly ask members of the pack to join us if we did that. We’d be putting their lives at stake when our whole job was to protect them. 
I blew out a slow breath as the ache in my chest increased with every thought. Slow and steady breaths. Slow in, slow out, nice and steady. The pain would go away. It always did. 
We couldn’t keep doing what we were doing. Obviously, it wasn’t working. We were failing the entire pack, and we were testing everything we’d done to keep the town oblivious to our existence. Every attack and appearance challenged that. If we weren’t careful, our secret would be blown wide open for everyone in Cedar Harbor. While the pack was deeply immersed in the town, the friendly atmosphere would dramatically change if they found out. I didn’t care what anyone said. Wolves and humans would always have a precarious relationship. We were too different. Too unknown. 
And what did we say to Michael when he returned? Hey, man, we know you lost a leg, but just do us a favor and stay away from the woods, okay? We haven’t done a damn thing to protect others from what happened to you? That was bullshit. It just proved we couldn’t continue doing what we were doing. 
Fuck, my chest. How the fuck was it getting worse? It felt different than the small ache I was used to. My hand tingled uncomfortably as I did my best to not rub my chest.
And what about Raven? I couldn’t go anywhere near her to protect her. Did she still run in the woods? What would happen if she sleepwalked into a situation she couldn’t get out of? The scenarios played endlessly in my head. All of them ended in something horrific happening to her.
I turned away and rubbed the heel of my palm to my chest as the pain increased. The vice grip it held on my lungs was horrifying. I couldn’t catch my breath. My heart pounded erratically and threatened to burst out of my ribcage. The sounds of conversation faded. My vision vibrated, darkness creeping in. Pain flashed erratically through my body, radiating from my chest. 
“Fuck…” I tried to get out, but the words got caught in my throat along with my breath. Squeezing my eyes shut, I leaned against the wall for support. 
Someone said something—my name maybe?
I waved them off.
I just needed a minute. 
I tried to say the words but couldn’t. I slid to the floor, clutching my chest as if that’d keep my heart in place. Maybe I could will it to stop? The temperature in the room spiked, heat blazing over my skin. 
My wolf surged and fought violently and pressed hard against the boundaries I had to hold it back. My nerves lit up painfully with the sensation as I did everything I could to keep it at bay.
Hands touched my face. Someone yelled something. 
I couldn’t tell. I was stuck. Trapped in some pulsating space that didn’t feel like existing. 
Was I dying? 
It sure as hell felt like death. 
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One embarrassingly long ambulance ride and sixteen hours in the hospital later and I was finally almost home. While everyone thought I’d had a heart attack, it turned out I had a panic attack. That didn’t stop the questionable amount of tests they decided to run when they’d heard the chest pains weren’t uncommon and hadn’t been for years. It didn’t help that my dad had died of a heart attack. 
The costly stay was only added to by the ER doctor bringing down a psychiatrist to talk to me. Or attempt to. I wasn’t exactly forthcoming. I couldn’t be. I couldn’t talk about the shit going on in my life, even if I wanted to. I’d be taking a trip to the psych ward instead of going home. 
Mom took it upon herself to drive me home while my brothers piled in another car and followed us. The silence was agonizing. I tried exactly twice to strike up a conversation with her, and she shut me down with the angriest-sounding growl I’d ever heard out of her. While Mom was a wolf, she never outwardly display it like the rest of us did. 
I was fucked. Which did nothing to help how I felt. 
Instead of taking me to my home, she took me to hers. I followed her inside like a wolf with my tail between my legs. 
“Mom,” I began tentatively. 
She shushed me loudly and stormed off to her bedroom, leaving me standing awkwardly in the living room. I shoved my hands in my pockets and stared at my boots. I rocked back and forth uncomfortably. I just wanted to go home. I was fucking tired, though I probably wouldn’t sleep. The front door opened, and I bit back a sound of frustration as my brothers walked in. 
“What’re you doing here?” I asked. 
“You’re a fucking moron if you think any of us are letting you out of our sight tonight,” Sam retorted, not bothering to hide his anger. 
“What he said,” Lucas agreed. I watched as they sprawled across whatever furniture they could. Well, fuck. I just wanted to go home. I didn’t want to be babysat.
Mom swept down the hall and right past me, going into the kitchen. 
“Mom—”
She shushed me louder, the angry sound making my stomach curl. I trailed after her and found her staring blankly into the fridge. Her fingers rapped against the side. It took me a moment, but I realized she had her wedding ring on. 
Oh. 
She hadn’t worn her wedding ring in… God, it had to be seven or so years. For years, she fiddled with her ring, using it like a fidget toy. Every time she got worked up over something—pack or us-related—she spun it endlessly as a way to channel her emotions. 
And now, here she wore it again because of me…
“Mom,” I tried once more. 
“Where did I go wrong with you?” Mom demanded. 
“What?” I frowned, and she slammed the fridge door. What the hell did that mean?
“I was present every second possible, I put you in therapy twice a month, and I encouraged your interest in photography as a stress relief. I took you out for time alone, just you and me. I encouraged open communication and branching out on your own. I encouraged you to build the life you wanted. I sheltered you from the pack and made sure that wasn’t a weight you had to bear until you were ready! Where the fuck did I screw up with you that we all ended up in the ER because I thought my son was having a heart attack?” With every sentence, her volume rose. “Where did I go wrong, Declan? Tell me because I can’t figure it out!”
“You didn’t,” I answered quietly. 
“Years, Declan! Years!” she yelled. “You’ve been dealing with this for years, and you didn’t say a goddamn word! Are you trying to end up dead like your father?”
She might as well have slapped me in the face with those words. It left me speechless. 
“He had his first heart attack when I was pregnant with Lucas, you know,” Mom continued. Her expression was drawn tight. I could see the glassiness in her eyes as she spoke. “I had to sit in the hospital waiting room with a five-year-old and a two-year-old and wonder if this was it. If my husband was dead because the stress finally killed him.”
“I didn’t know,” I told her. 
“Of course, you didn’t know!” she exclaimed. “I didn’t want you to know. I didn’t want any of you to know! I wanted to raise you differently. To be less stressed than he was so that maybe—just maybe—it wouldn’t happen to you. And I thought I did a damn good job until tonight!”
“You did—”
“I thought you were happy. I thought you were adjusted and handling it okay. I know you take your place in the pack seriously, but I didn’t think it was this bad! And I thought things were getting better because you had Raven. And they were! You were happy! You were finally putting yourself first. Finally doing things for yourself!” 
“I don’t want to talk about that. There’s nothing to talk about. She and I are done. That has nothing to do with this,” I said. Turning my back to her, I stormed into the living room. I’d talk about almost anything but not her.
“Did you though? Talk to her,” Mom shot back, following me. “Because you walked in here after everything and all you said is that she wouldn’t tell anyone about the pack. That was the concern you had!”
“And it’s the right concern to have! I had to protect the pack. I had to make sure they’d be okay.”
“No, you had to go over there and make sure she was okay! That’s all you should’ve focused on! Her! Not the pack! How many times do I have to reiterate how you have to come first? You and what you want! You clearly love the woman!”
I snapped. The pushing and prodding broke through all the shit I didn’t want to deal with, and I lost it. 
“Yes!” I exploded. “Yes, I love her! I love that room is brighter when she walks in, and that people are just happier when she’s around. I love she’s wild and chaotic and drinks the stupidest coffee you could fucking imagine. I love that she hates dogs and that she’ll fight you if you make fun of her for it. I love her because she doesn’t need a damn thing from me! She just wants me around… wanted me around. And none of that fucking matters because she doesn’t love me. She can’t love me. Not the way I am. Not with what I am.”
The overwhelming commotion that rose behind me was deafening. Every one of my brothers jumped in with half a dozen reasons why I was wrong. Jesus fuck, I didn’t need them ganging up on me.
“Enough!” I waved them off. “I don’t need commentary from the fucking peanut gallery!”
“You’re an idiot if you can’t tell that woman loves you,” Lucas retorted. 
“All you have to do is spend two minutes in the same room as you two, and it’s plain as day that she loves you. She’s just scared of it,” Nolan chimed in. “And I write romance for a living.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. 
“It fucking matters, Dec,” Sam replied. “Sure, she’s taking it hard, but that doesn’t mean it’s over. There’s no way someone looks at you the way she does, and it’s just over. It doesn’t work like that.”
“It doesn’t fucking matter!” I reiterated louder. I didn’t want it to matter. I couldn’t hang my heart up on a sliver of hope that she’d come back, that she could love me as I was. 
“I think you’re scared,” Mom cut in. When I faced her, she crossed her arms. “I think you’re scared of what would happen if you gave it a real shot. About what would happen if you stopped putting the pack first and chased after her.” 
“I am scared, and I have every right to be!” I told her. A heavy knock on the front door interrupted us, but I refused to answer. I was too far on a roll to do anything about it. “I tell her I love her, and she tells me I don’t know what I’m talking about. She finds out what I am, and she points a fucking knife at me!  And now I have to worry about the safety of the pack because I just couldn’t… do what was expected of me.”
That last sentiment punched me in the gut as I said it out loud. It knocked the wind out of me and took my anger with it. Another loud knock, but we all ignored it. 
“I have to do the right thing,” I continued quieter. “You taught me that I have to take care of the people I care about. I care about the pack. I have to take care of the pack. You taught me that. I have to get married and have kids because that’s my job! I have to be there whenever they need me. And that’s what I do! And everyone always fucking needs me!”
“Yes, but when are you going to take care of yourself?” Mom asked. 
“I don’t have time for that,” I admitted. Several fast knocks grated on my nerves. Who the fuck was at the door at this hour. It was late, and clearly, we weren’t in the mood to answer. 
“You need to take care of yourself first, Declan,” she said. “You can’t take care of anyone if you’re dead. If you keep putting everyone else first, you’re going to kill yourself with the stress. It’s okay to want what you want, even if it doesn’t line up with the pack.”
“No, it’s not,” I whispered, shaking my head. Or maybe all of me was shaking? I couldn’t tell. I felt weak. My knees threatened to give out. I didn’t want to be talking about this. 
“You’re not alone, Declan,” Finn added. “You’ve got us.” 
“But you guys need me—”
“We need you alive, Dec,” Sam interrupted. I stared at him, a lump lodging in my throat. Fuck, this turned emotional too damn fast. “That’s all we need from you.”
“That’s all we want,” Nolan reiterated. “We’re a team.”
“You don’t have to do it all alone,” Lucas said. “Sure, we’re shitheads, but we’re your brothers. You can count on us. You should know that by now.”
I drew in a deep breath and tried to compose myself. This wasn’t how this should’ve gone. I was supposed to go home, try to get some sleep, and go back to my routine tomorrow. This felt an awful lot like an intervention I didn’t want. 
“I think it’s time we talked about you making some real changes in your life, Declan,” Mom said. The anger in her voice had been replaced with worry. “You can’t keep doing this. You can’t do it all by yourself. You deserve to be happy.”
It sure as hell didn’t feel like I deserved it. 
The knocking on the front door turned incessant. I growled as I strode across the room. 
“What the fuck do you want?” I practically hollered as I threw open the door, frustrated and annoyed with everything and everyone. But the man standing on the other side diffused my temper instantly, knocking the very wind out of me. 
It was Killian. 
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“Are you going to let me in or just stand there with your mouth open?” Killian demanded.
My brain struggled to catch up with the fact that he stood on the front doorstep. Why now? I hadn’t seen him in three years, so the sight of him had me floored. And shit, I almost didn’t recognize him. The Killian I knew had a cropped haircut, a clean baby face, and a soft middle because he had better things to do with his life than workout and skip food adventures. 
That wasn’t him anymore. His shoulders were broader with muscle, and he’d slimmed down all around. His dark hair had grown longer and swept across his forehead while a heavy layer of stubble grew on his face. His t-shirt showed off a full sleeve of tattoos he’d never had before as well as one on the side of his neck and one I could make out on his hand. He wore rings on several fingers and a silver chain I’d never seen before. The comfortable clothes were gone, replaced by fitted torn jeans in black and a white t-shirt so thin it showed off the outline of tattoos going down his ribs. 
Still, that crooked grin he flashed me was the same one I knew and snapped me out of my surprised daze. Saying nothing, I grabbed him and dragged him in for a tight hug.
“I missed you, you fucking idiot,” I grumbled.
“I missed you too, Declan,” he replied. 
The commotion that followed ended any conversation we were having. Mom broke down crying when Killian stepped into the house. The hug she gave him lasted almost ten minutes, but he was a champ about it and clung to her the entire time. And every time thereafter because when he finished hugging one of us, she’d pull him right back in. 
I couldn’t blame her. We all felt that overwhelming relief of having him home. Finally. It’d been way too long since the seven of us were in the same room. 
I suddenly wasn’t tired anymore, my blood pumping strongly with adrenaline. The idea of a big family dinner cooked by Mom and Finn sounded fantastic. And meant I got to spend more time with Killian. For as much as I was happy he was home, I wasn’t stupid enough to believe it was for good. 
Which made me wonder why he came back in the first place. 
“Why’d you come home?” I asked once the chaos had settled. 
“I got a text from Nolan saying you had a heart attack,” Killian said. “I got here as fast as I could.”
“I didn’t have a heart attack!” 
“To be fair, I texted him before we had a diagnosis,” Nolan shouted from the kitchen. “I texted him about your shoulder too.”
That was news to me. How long had Nolan been texting Killian? 
“You’ll come out for a panic attack, but not when I get my arm damn near torn off?” I demanded. That was far more important than this. I could’ve died then. This time was just fucking embarrassing. 
“For the record, I was naked in the woods dealing with a bear shifter when he sent that text message and didn’t see it for six days,” Killian replied. I stared at him dumbfounded. What? “That was a hell of a week”
“What?” I couldn’t come up with anything else in response.
“I’m a bounty hunter now.” He shrugged as if it was a completely normal thing for him to do. News flash: it wasn’t. 
“What?” I repeated, and his grin only widened.
“Usually I just deal with sleazy fucks—”
“Language!” Mom interrupted.
“Is she still doing that?” Killian whispered.
“It’s cute you think she’d ever stopped,” Sam said with a laugh.
“Anyway,” he continued, “usually it’s nothing crazy. Find them, have to chase them down, and drag their asses back to get my money. This… idiot goes straight into the woods. I didn’t know he was a bear shifter, he didn’t know I was a wolf shifter, it was a whole thing. Took me six days to wrap up that mess. By then, you were fine, so I just moved on to the next job.”
“Bounty hunter?” I asked. “You’re a bounty hunter?”
“The guy I took MMA lessons from needed another bounty hunter and offered me the job.” 
“You took MMA lessons? Who the fuck are you?” I demanded, eyes wide. This man in front of me was something completely wild. Killian had always been the soft and quiet one. He and Nolan were a lot alike in that way. Killian was a lazy Sunday in sweatpants, guitar by the campfire, late nights in kind of a guy. Hell, all of us were surprised when he decided he wanted to be a police officer, but admittedly, the police in Cedar Harbor had very little to do, so it wasn’t too bad. 
But bounty hunter? MMA lessons?
“I’m going to say this one more time,” Mom began in a threatening tone as she popped her head out of the kitchen, “watch your language. You too, Killian.”
“Yes, Mom,” I murmured. “Sorry.”
“Sorry, Mom,” Killian said and offered a wide smile. His shoulder bumped into mine as he passed. “Come on. Let’s go talk, you and me.”
“You just want to swear where she can’t hear you,” I shot back and followed him outside. 
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Six-and-a-half minutes this fucker laughed at me. Arms crossed over his chest, Killian was damn near wheezing as he folded over in a fit of laughter. From my spot on the porch steps, I openly scowled at him. 
“She’s afraid of dogs!” he choked out when he came up for air. “Jesus fuck, Declan. Only you.”
“Sure,” I grumbled. “Find it funny. Everyone else does.”
“It’s fucking funny,” Killian said. If I wasn’t in the mood I was in, I would’ve found it funnier. Raven was a sore subject I didn’t want to talk about. “Is she why you had a heart attack?”
“It wasn’t a heart attack,” I reiterated. “It was just a panic attack.”
“You say that like a panic attack is much better. It’s not.”
“From where I’m standing, it is.” 
“I hate to break it to you, bud, but if you have a panic attack bad enough to put you in a hospital—”
“I didn’t want to go to the hospital!”
“—then it’s not much better than a heart attack,” Killian finished, completely ignoring me. “So, what’s going on with you? What’s going on that has you this stressed out?”
Jesus fuck, what a loaded question. I sighed heavily and scrubbed a hand over my face. 
“When am I not stressed?” I asked. “Lately, it’s this fucking wolf terrorizing the town. Nolan’s positive it’s a Wild One, which honestly, I think it is too. But I don’t know what the hell we’re supposed to do.”
“Is that what you were talking about when you had a panic attack?” 
“Yeah,” I said. And there it was… that familiar ache. It blossomed deep in my chest. I repositioned myself, trying to get comfortable without giving it away. I refused to have another panic attack. “Mostly. I just kept replaying all the shit going on with Michael losing his leg and Connor getting hurt. The townspeople are scared, which puts us in danger. And I couldn’t get the fact that Raven sleepwalks out of my head—”
“I’m sorry, what?” he interrupted. 
“She sleepwalks,” I repeated. His expression mirrored a lot of what I’d felt in the beginning. “Yeah, it’s a thing. Not common in adults. The woman goes on fucking adventures in her sleep, meaning she walks right out of her house. She… I couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen if she came across this wolf while sleepwalking. I just…” 
I cleared my throat as the pain increased, my chest tightening. Yeah, I had to stop before this shit started all over again.
“All right, just take a deep breath,” Killian ordered as he clapped a hand on my shoulder. “You look like shit’s about to go down.”
He sat down next to me as I focused on taking deep breaths. I hated this shit. The helplessness of it all ate me alive. I rubbed my chest to help displace the discomfort. 
“As for the wolf, I’d look into the mill,” he continued. He casually ignored me struggling next to him, which I was grateful for. “The Monroe’s opened up a huge distribution center down by us. They explore nationally and to Canada from that center.”
Down by us…
That hit hard. He identified more with the Ironwoods as a home than he did with us here in Cedar Harbor. 
“Since when?” I asked.
“They’ve only been open about seven months, but they’ve been working on it longer than that,” he told me. “The thing of it is, I know for a fact Monroe Sr. is using guys from up here for the distribution center. He does it so he doesn’t have to pay two full salaries. He has to have at least half a dozen guys on a cycle route between there and here. They bitch about it down at the bar, even though he pays pretty damn well. I know the wolf showed up down by us. Roan told me. I wasn’t there for it, so I didn’t see it myself.”
“There were a few new guys added recently,” I commented. Usually, I tried to get to know the new guys, but with everything going on in my life, I hadn’t done so. I couldn’t even remember their names. The housing complex the Monroes had been rushing to build across town had created a weird little divide of people we rarely saw in town. 
“I’d take a look at them. Probably take a look at their families, too,” Killian replied. “If it were me, I’d also look at the truck drivers.”
“The drivers are never in more than a day,” I said. 
“Exactly,” he agreed. “I know for a fact, he’s only using lumber up here to supply down there, which means he’s got drivers going back and forth from here to there. Your wolf problems aren’t nightly, which means it’d fit perfectly with a rotating schedule.” 
“How the hell do you know so much about all of this?” I asked. 
“Nolan emails me every Sunday night. He breaks it down by each one of you, usually just a sentence or two. That’s how I know you hooked up with Raven on New Year’s Eve only to get hired by her later. That’s a great way to hook up with a woman by the way.”
“Shut the fuck up.”
“I know you started dating her. I know Jonah almost attacked her during his first shift, which she didn’t handle what you are very well.” 
“And here I don’t know a fucking thing about what you’ve been up to,” I muttered bitterly. 
“To be fair, I haven’t told anyone what I’ve been doing,” Killian said. His head tipped back against the porch support, and he closed his eyes. “I became a mean drunk is about the biggest update I’ve got for the last three years. I’ve been sober for almost a year and a half, and I’m just trying to put my life back together. I started fighting to get the anger out, and I run to find my calm. I still sing, I work as a bounty hunter, and I’m not good at staying in one place long right now. That’s about all I’ve got.”
“Are you coming back?” The question burned in my mind, but it was also the one I was afraid to ask. 
“I don’t know,” he whispered. “She’s fucking everywhere, Declan. And I’m just not ready for that shit. I don’t know if I can survive her ripping my heart out again. I’d let her do it too. There’s not a doubt in my mind about that. Hell, I’d probably do it for her if she asked me to.”
For the first time in my life, I actually understood that. I’d given my whole heart to Raven only for her to break it, but I’d do it again. And again. And again. I’d spend my whole life letting her tear my heart out if it meant I had more time with her. What a fucked up thought that was. 
“Do you love her like that? Raven I mean.”
“Yeah, I do.” No hesitation. There never would be. Time was completely irrelevant to the kind of love I felt for that woman. Even if she never talked to me again, she’d be the only woman I could love. It’d always be Raven Woods for me, even if I wasn’t the one for her. 
“Don’t let her get away, Declan,” Killian told me softly. “Don’t do what I did. Fight like hell for her. Make sure she knows just how much you love her. Make sure she knows she’s loved, she’s valued, she’s seen. Maybe one of us can win the long race.”
God, I wanted to ask him what the hell happened between him and Ginny. I didn’t, though, because he’d never give me an answer. 
“Don’t give up,” he reiterated. “Not if she’s worth it.”




CHAPTER 84
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I went shopping. That was how I decided to handle everything. I stayed in Olympia and settled on shopping. It would’ve worked—at least, I was almost certain it would’ve—except the first day I came across an entire flannel display and broke down crying right there in the middle of the store. Guilt-ridden for my behavior, I bought one of everything. I didn’t wear flannel. I didn’t even like flannel as a clothing option unless on Declan. 
That last thought led to me driving back to Cedar Harbor in the middle of the night just to get his pillow and the blankets we’d last slept on because screw it. If I was going to be a stupid sobbing mess over a man-wolf, I was going to cry on a pillow that smelled like him and wrap myself up in a blanket that did as well. I didn’t even stay in town longer than the five minutes it took to grab my shit and go. Talk about wasting gas over stupid shit. 
The second day wasn’t any better, but I hired someone else to drive me around. Joel was good at being quiet and stocking tissues. By the fourth day, I couldn’t feel a damn thing. And I hated it. 
I hated it because it made the gears in my head spin. The longer I went without him, the more I fantasized about what it’d be like if I could accept what he was. But every time I started down that road, the gears came to a grinding halt. It wasn’t normal. I’d gone through enough shit in my life that I couldn’t imagine what that’d look like. 
And the biting thing I still struggled with. Would I turn into one too?
Even as I wandered through lines of jewelry cases in yet another store I hadn’t even bothered to look at the name of, I wasn’t thinking about what I was doing. My thoughts were stuck on Declan. Fresh breakups were devastating, but in my heart, I knew I’d never be rid of him. What I felt for him wasn’t typical. It was the deep kind of love that stuck with you. How the hell I fell for the man so fast was beyond me. I didn’t know what to do with that. 
I didn’t know what to do with any of it. 
“Are you a necklace person or an earring person?” 
That voice. I stopped dead in my tracks, my eyes widening and my heart rate kicking into overdrive as I glanced up. Maeve stood at the adjacent case. Her fingers danced across the glass case while she perused items. Never once did she look up at me. 
“How did you find me?” I asked quietly. 
“Oh, I didn’t,” she replied flippantly. “At least not intentionally. This is one of my favorite stores to shop at. I come here once a year on my wedding anniversary. Seamus used to take me here every year on our anniversary and buy me something. And then we’d go to our favorite restaurant and then go dancing.”
“Sounds nice,” I murmured. 
“Most years I take one of the boys with me,” she continued as if she hadn’t heard me. “Those years, I spend the money I set aside on them. Buy them something they’d never buy themselves. And then we go to dinner and out for a drink. But still, some years I like to come alone.”
“Understandable. I’ll just leave—”
“I think this year, I might start a new tradition,” Maeve interjected over me. She rounded the corner to stand next to me. “I think I’d like to buy you something.”
“It won’t make me change my mind about the situation with Declan,” I told her. 
“I’d hope not,” she retorted. She tucked my hair behind my ear and studied my face. “But sometimes, people just need a mom. You’re family now, Raven, even if you’re not with him. Now, are you the kind of woman who likes necklaces or earrings? Or is there something else I can buy you instead?” 
“I have a ridiculous amount of money,” I blurted out. “I mean a legitimately ridiculous amount. You don’t have to buy me anything.”
“So do I. Maybe not billionaire status like yourself, but Seamus was very good at his job.” 
“Then why did Declan get a job at thirteen?” I thought he’d done so because he wanted to help make ends meet.
“I’ve made it a point not to discuss my finances with my boys,” Maeve said. “We never struggled, but I handled our money delicately. As for why Declan did what he did, Declan took it upon himself to take care of me the day his dad died. He takes care of everyone around him. Now, what would you like?” 
“You’re not giving this up, are you?” 
“Not unless you explicitly tell me to leave.” Without another word, she continued wandering through jewelry cases like the woman knew I wasn’t going to tell her no. 
And damn it, she was right. I was lonely. Wolf or not, Maeve was a universal mom. There was a level of comfort and calm that came with her, and I craved that. 
[image: image-placeholder]Maybe the sadness got to me, but I let Maeve buy me the daintiest crescent moon necklace I could find. The silver charm sat in the hollow of my throat, and I toyed with it while I stared at the restaurant menu. Maeve wasn’t kidding when she said she was a repeat customer on that day. The restaurant had a special spot set aside for her on their rooftop patio where no other patrons were. We had a full view of the city with its twinkling lights, moving traffic, and clouded night sky. The manager personally stopped by to chat with her, bringing a select number of appetizers on the house for us as well. 
I watched her in fascination. Her pleasant demeanor and interest in everything said to her was genuine. She didn’t fake it. She was interested in everything being said to her. And she was always like that with everyone she met. People walked away lighter and happier, their heads held a little higher. 
Jesus, I wanted to be half the woman she was. 
“Are we honestly going to ignore the elephant in the room?” I asked over the menu. I couldn’t bear it anymore. I was uncomfortable and needed to talk about it. 
“I wasn’t born a wolf, you know,” Maeve said casually. Her fingers trailed over the small menu while she continued to decide on her order. I stared at her, waiting for more. “I was born a human. My mother’s best friend was a part of the pack. I doubt my mother had a clue. She could’ve sent me to the foster system instead of keeping me, but she and her husband raised me. The pack raised me.”
“And then they… turned you? Changed you? I don’t know the terminology here.”
“No, they didn’t,” she replied. “I begged four times to be made one of them, and they said no every time. I was so mad about the whole thing. I practically spent all my time around them.”
“But you’re… one of them,” I whispered the word like it was a bad one. It made her chuckle.
“Wolf.  I am a wolf. So are my sons. So was my husband. So is over half the town. Technically, we are half wolf, half human, and we can move between forms at will,” Maeve explained. “But yes, they kept telling me no, and it pissed me off. It wasn’t until I was engaged to Seamus that they finally decided to let him bite me. I’m the only person in the pack given that in over a hundred years. It’s something our pack explicitly forbids. Humans don’t need to be wolves. That’s part of what scares you, isn’t it? That if you let yourself love Declan and let him love you, then you’ll have to become one of us?”
“It’s not the only reason,” I admitted. 
“Well, you can pluck that thought from your head, sweetheart. No one in the pack will turn you. Least of all, Declan. He’d never ask. Honestly, he absolutely loves you as you are. He’d never change you,” she said. Fresh tears pricked the back of my eyes, and I reached for my wine glass. I downed half of it quickly, needing to take the edge off. “You know, we’re not that different.”
“Right,” I scoffed. Down went the other half of that glass. I refilled it quickly. I needed it for this conversation. 
“Everything about us is as human as you are. We just happen to be a little different.”
“A little different is an understatement,” I stated. “I don’t even know him.”
“Yes, you do.” Maeve set down her menu and folded her hands. She watched me from across the table, her expression overwhelmingly intense. “Declan is my quiet one. Reserved. He’s tender and gentle, which I’m sure you know. He’s as hardworking as they come and ridiculously hard on himself. He never recovered from Seamus’s death. It changed him in ways I wish I could’ve protected him from. He’s selfless to a fault, trying to live up to a memory of a man he never got the chance to know. He doesn’t know how to slow down or put himself first.”
That sounded about right. 
“Sam is guarded and moody, but under that is a wonderfully passionate man. It comes out in the things he creates, something I think you can relate to,” she said. I could. “He expresses himself through woodworking and writing and really anything artistic he can get his hands on. Most of it never sees the light of day because they’re a piece of his soul or his heart that he ripped out of himself. The pieces he doesn’t know what to do with. You see, Sam was in the car the night his parents died. His mother saved his life, but she didn’t make it. He was lost in the woods for a long time before anyone found him. But a part of him is forever in those woods. I don’t think that part of him will ever come home.”
“That’s so sad,” I whispered. Poor Sam. 
“Killian’s a wild card,” she continued. “He’s always had two sides of him, but he’s always been very inclined to hide the one. He’s wild and calm, gentle and rough edges all rolled into one. He’s two sides of the same coin wrapped up in a single person. It leaves him imbalanced, in limbo fighting himself to find a semblance of normalcy. It makes him incredibly attentive to people’s pain and people’s struggles, but he’s also very in tune with all the things in life there is to celebrate. He’s a helper, a caretaker. He’s a joy-seeker.
“Finn’s just a free soul with absolutely no direction in his life, and he’s okay with that. He’s intense and fun-loving. He’s sunshine and warmth. When he walks into a room, it just changes, you know? He’s magic and wonder rolled into one boy who just loves life. The way he handles people and connects with people, he’s a natural-born leader. He just doesn’t see it yet, which is okay. He’ll get there when he’s ready.”
Could that quality be nurture over nature? I had to believe it was because that sounded so much like Maeve, even if she wasn’t his biological mother. 
“Lucas cares more deeply than he’ll ever let on. His heart is too big for him. It gets him in trouble because putting that much emotion into a person leaves them the chance to destroy you. He pretends he doesn’t care, but he does. Every person he has the chance to connect with, he cares that deeply about them. And he does everything he can to help them feel that loved, that seen. He works in smiles and happiness. When Lucas gives, he doesn’t hold back a single bit of himself. It’s hard as his mother to watch, but God, I’d be lying if I didn’t say I envied him. To love that wholly with every person… it has to be wonderful, even if it does open up for heartbreak.
“And Nolan is just far too brilliant for Cedar Harbor. He shouldn’t be working in a bookshop in a small town. His writing is brilliant. His other writing. I know he writes smut novels because they sell, but his other writing is incredibly beyond his years. He’s deep and emotional, insightful and observant. That boy could have the world at his feet if he wanted, but he has the world he wants. He’s happy giving back and sharing his love for books with anyone who wants it,” she faltered, emotion catching in her throat and her eyes glassy. “They’re good men… far better men than I could’ve hoped for them.”
She paused to take a long sip of wine, and I let her. I had nothing to say that could follow what she’d shared. She was right, though. They were all good men. Even before she said those things, I knew that. 
“My point is,” Maeve continued with a sigh, “they’re no different than you or any other human in Cedar Harbor. Their wolf is nothing more than a part of them that they take for a run every once in a while. Those men, they’re absolutely incredible. Declan is incredible.”
“I know,” I agreed softly. She didn’t need to convince me of that.
“Wolf or not, that man loves you with all his heart. And I can promise you, if you were to accept him as he is, the only real thing that changes is he’d probably be naked more often.”
“Oh, God!” I exclaimed, flushing pink while she laughed. 
“We can shift with clothes on, but they end up tearing apart. My boys are very comfortable with walking around naked. Granted, I don’t know a damn man who doesn’t think he’s God’s gift to women when he’s naked,” she commented. I broke down giggling and hid my face in my hands. “The point is! The point is that while he has things he has to deal with regarding our pack, which is just an extension of our already wild family, he’s the same man you know, Raven. I can’t tell you what to do. And if I’m being honest, I can see the benefits of walking away just as much as I know what it’d mean for both of you if you let yourselves love each other.”
“And you won’t make me feel bad if I decide against it?” I asked. 
“No, sweetheart.” She shook her head. “That’s your choice. Just don’t let this derail your whole life. Come back to Cedar Harbor, work at the bookstore, and keep making friends. Don’t hide. No one in Cedar Harbor will hurt you. Just because your world got a little bit bigger doesn’t mean you should hide from it. Bigger isn’t bad. It’s just bigger, sweetheart.”
“Okay.” I still didn’t know what I would do about Declan, Cedar Harbor, or any of it. It still scared the crap out of me, but Maeve made it sound like it could be okay. I wanted to believe that. 
Deep down, a part of me did believe a human could co-exist happily with wolves. 
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Art was her everything. It’d been the biggest thing that led her to Cedar Harbor. To her house. She wanted to be creative again, to be able to paint and do whatever else her artistic heart desired. I couldn’t give her that. What I could do was give her the space she needed to create. 
Maybe by doing so, she’d see I was still me. I was still the man who loved her and wanted nothing but the best for her. If she didn’t… well, at least I could walk away knowing I tried. I wasn’t a dramatic gesture kind of guy. A profess my love from the rooftops kind of guy. I didn’t have it in me. I worked better in showing how I listened and cared. By making what was important to her important to me, I hoped to hell she’d see what she meant to me. 
Between Roan and I, we came up with a full design for turning her garage into the studio she wanted. It meant a whole day of sitting on the phone with him while we did research, called suppliers, and figured out his crew, but we did it. At the rate things were going with Raven, I’d end up owing Roan my first kid. He took it in stride, using it as a chance to poke me again about going into business together. And weirdly, a part of me wanted to consider it. I found I enjoyed designing these things with him.
Mom had said Raven was in Olympia with no intention of returning any time soon. While I hated hearing that, it gave me enough time to gut her garage and get Roan’s crew on the property. I prayed she didn’t come home while we worked. I had plans for how I wanted her to find it. 
The plan was to completely gut it, remove the back wall in favor of windows, change out the lighting and add more to the ceiling, tear out the work benches, seal the floor, and build a series of custom-sized easels. That last one was on me, and Sam offered to help. The garage had come filled with the tools and lawn equipment she’d need, so we were installing a new shed on the side of the garage to store everything. Weirdly enough, the garage already had a heating and cooling system. It worked in our favor but made me wonder what the hell the original Brooklyns had been up to in their garage. It did nothing to dispel the murder stories. 
“You’re real damn determined to piss this woman off by fucking with her house without her knowing, aren’t you?” Roan asked through a cigarette as he joined me. I stood off to the side, watching as his crew pieced together the shed. With that out of the way, the rest of the shit could get done. 
“I’m just shooting my shot,” I told him quietly. “If she still says no after this… well, I gave her the last thing she wanted, and she can be done with me.”
“We’re going to get you the girl.” The conviction in his voice was reassuring. 
“Thanks.” Facing him, I sighed. “All right, need to film this as I say it?”
“Not this time, man,” Roan replied. He clapped my shoulder and turned me toward the garage. “Let’s just get you the girl.”
[image: image-placeholder]We overshot dinner time by about two hours, which still wasn’t horrible. The light held out enough for us to get everything done. When we were onto the final details, Roan let his crew go home. The little shit was stuff he, Sam, and I could handle. Well, things I was determined to handle alone, but he and Sam refused to leave me alone. Solidarity and all that. 
“The actual amount of canvases this woman has is fucking obscene,” Roan huffed out on our tenth trip back and forth from her house with canvases in hand. “Who needs this many?”
“Professional artists,” I replied. 
“I hope this divider is fucking big enough,” Sam said loudly over the sound of his saw. In light of the sheer amount of supplies she had, he’d taken it upon himself to build her paint tube storage on top of the table and was working on standing storage for her canvases. I hadn’t thought to account for her supplies.
“How many more trips do we have?” Roan asked. 
“Three?” I clicked my tongue as I looked at the pile we’d already moved. “Maybe four.”
“Thank fuck,” he grumbled and stalked off toward the house.
It took us another hour to get the canvas storage in place and get her canvases lined up by size. After, they left me to go smoke. I focused on the little details like organizing her paints by colors. I attempted to organize by shade but fuck. There were so fucking many and most of them looked the same anyway. Was there really a difference between navy and indigo? I got it wrong. There was no way I organized it right. I laid out her obscene amount of brushes—why she needed so many was mind-boggling—and her flat painted-on things and whatever the gel tub thing was. There were knives too, which I set out. Why the fuck she needed knives for painting was beyond me. They weren’t even sharp. Were they broke? Probably for the better if I was being honest. Raven and sharp things didn’t mix.
I set canvases on the standing easels and moved them around the large space, trying to place them where I thought she would. The only thing I knew for certain was to leave the back wall unobstructed. The glass window panes offered an uninterrupted view of the water just like she liked. 
All in all, it was perfect for her to grow. 
As the last thing, I grabbed the smallest canvas I could find, some red paint, and a brush. A small brush maybe? Fuck, there were so many options. The more I handled her art supplies, the more appreciation I had for the art she created because this shit was fucking complicated. I squeezed some paint on the end of the brush and attempted what had to be the worst rendition of a stick figure in the history of stick figures. 
Attempted was the keyword because the paint was fucking hard to move around. It didn’t at all do what I wanted it to. Not really.
“How is this enjoyable?” I muttered as I squeezed more paint on the brush. Fuck, I was bad at this. Really bad. It wasn’t enough to make me throw it out because I was determined. 
The end result was atrocious. There was no denying that. Unfortunately, I had little in the way of options to fix it either. Painting was hard as shit. The paint dried faster than I knew what to do with it. If I wasn’t careful, I’d end up with a disaster blob of just paint rather than an apology one.
It’d have to do the way it was. I left it on an easel where she’d find it before stealing the brush and paint. I had no clue how to clean up my mess, so taking the evidence with me seemed like the best option. 
With one final glance around the studio, I shut off the lights and left for what I hoped wasn’t the last time. 
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There was a weird shed sitting next to my garage. Not that it looked weird. It was a very nice-looking shed. But the fact that it was there was weird. I hadn’t put it there. Getting out of the car, I stormed straight to it. There was a lock on it that I didn’t have the key for. Who the fuck locked up my stuff? And what stuff was even in it?
Who the fuck messed with my house? 
Declan. It had to be Declan. He was the only person who had access to my house. My temper flared. How dare he?
And what the fuck had he done?
I stormed around the front of the garage where an envelope was taped to the regular door. Tearing it open, I pulled out a lengthy letter written in Declan’s choppy handwriting. 


Raven,


I know you’re hurting, and I know it’s entirely because of me. I am so sorry, honey. Though, those words don’t begin to encompass how sorry I am. 
Almost six months ago, I was playing cards with a group of old men in a bar. It was the same shit, different day. Except on this day, a gorgeous woman walked into the bar and damn near took herself out with the door. She was wild and beautiful, sad and intriguing. She also wasn’t dressed for a Washington winter. I don’t believe in love at first sight or instant connections between people, but something happened that night. I know it did. 
I spent four miserable months thinking about that woman, wondering what would’ve happened if I stayed. As much fun as I had with the drunk girl in the bar, I wanted to know the morning-after girl. Did my stupid coffee note make her smile? What would we have talked about over breakfast? Who was she? Where was she from? What would she look like in the front of my truck? 
She consumed my thoughts. So much so that I went back to the motel with a fleeting hope I could sweet talk the owner into giving me her name. Obviously, Mrs. Ward wasn’t nearly as impressed with me as you were because she threatened to call the cops on me for stalking. (I don’t know that I’d qualify that as stalking… maybe) No one knew her name or where she came from or where she went. 
I gave up, but I never forgot the girl with the tarps. 
So, imagine my surprise when I met the newest resident of Cedar Harbor and she was right there. You were right there, Raven, in all your wild beautiful glory. Suddenly, you weren’t just the fantasy in my head I couldn’t get rid of. 
I struggled hard to keep my distance. Well, as best as I could considering I let you hire me. But every conversation, every smile, every minute with you only made it more difficult to keep that distance. The truth is, I’ve loved you, Raven, from the moment I met you and every day I fall more in love with you. Loving you is as easy as breathing. 
Being without you is as painful as not being able to catch my breath. 
I wasn’t the reason you came to Cedar Harbor. I know that. You came here to find yourself, to grow, and to challenge yourself. You bought the worst house in Cedar Harbor because it has the best view—something you hoped would inspire you. I pray you find what you’re looking for. I pray you reclaim your spark and inspiration. I pray you find peace and happiness. I pray you find everything you were looking for in Cedar Harbor. 
I know falling for a wolf was never in the cards for you, and I don’t blame you for not wanting this to be a part of your life. I can only promise you that I am still the man you thought I was. This is the very last thing I can give. It’s not meant to win you over or change your mind. It’s meant as a gift to you and everything you’re going to create. 
Go inside now, honey. Just please, don’t use the car door. Use the regular one.


I love you & I always will
Declan






I re-read the letter twice, tears rolling silently down my cheeks. My gaze slid up to the tree line as I searched for him. Was he out there? A part of me hoped he was. 
I let myself into the garage with no idea what to expect. The note fluttered to the floor as my jaw fell open. 
“Oh…” I let out as I took in the room. He’d completely redone my garage. How the hell he found time to do it all was beyond me. It wasn’t a garage anymore. It was the studio I wanted and then some. The back wall was completely gone, replaced by floor-to-ceiling windows that gave me a full view of the water and woods. A wide table spread across one side of the garage with custom-made paint organizers stacked on one another, with my paint brushes and knives neatly laid out, and my palettes spread out. All my empty canvases had been relocated to new organizing stands and divided up by size. Several easels were set up across the floor, but only one caught my attention because it was the only one with anything on it.
The sad-faced stick man was in desperate need of some artistic intervention, but it was the words I’m sorry that got to me. I ran my fingers over the rough brush strokes and tried to imagine him in my studio painting. The thought made me chuckle. 
Declan sure as hell knew how to make an apology. 
I took my time wandering the studio and reacquainting myself with everything I owned. Somehow, it was all different. Maybe it was the lighting and the space, or maybe it was the love and attention poured into making this that seeped into my soul and spoke to me. 
Staring out the window, my gaze wandered over the view. I could imagine what it’d be like in fall with the leaves blazing a wildfire of colors. I could picture it in winter with the heat turned up while snow flurried outside. Maybe I’d plant a rainbow of flowers outside to give me something to look at when spring bloomed. 
It was perfect. 
It was more than perfect. 
I let my stare drift over to the woods one more time. Standing on the edge of the brush was a wolf with deeply auburn fur, long and ruffled in the breeze. Midnight eyes watched me from a distance as I studied him. God, he was gorgeous, even as a wolf. 
My heart ached. 
Loving you is as easy as breathing. Being without you is as painful as not being able to catch my breath. 
It was fleeting as he vanished into the woods. How often did he come back looking for me?
I love you, and I always will. 
Did he know just how much I loved him? 
No, because I’d never dared to say the words to him. 
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I painted. I painted. And I painted. I painted all day. I painted most of the night—only stopping long enough to sleep on my studio floor. Every waking moment, I painted. 
Something inside of me had awakened with a vengeance, and it felt as if I had a year and a half of painting to catch up on. The ideas were shit, but at least they were coming. I explored techniques. I played with colors. I threw canvases in my shed for garbage day.
My studio needed a bathroom. That was my biggest complaint. The rush back and forth to my house usually involved a waddling sprint because I tried to push off going as long as I could. 
I went to hurry out of the house as quickly as I could when I nearly barrelled right through Sam as he stood on the porch ramp. He grabbed me by the shoulders as I almost toppled over. I stepped out of his hold quickly, and he backed down the ramp to put ample space between us. 
“What do you need, Sam?” I asked. My gaze flicked to my studio. I had paint sitting out that I didn’t want to dry. 
“I wanted to come talk to you for a minute,” Sam said. He shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked on his feet as if uncomfortable. Considering what he was, the thought that he found me disconcerting was laughable. 
“Did Declan send you?” 
“He doesn’t know I’m here,” he replied. “Truthfully, he’d probably hit me if he knew.”
I doubted that. I didn’t think Declan had it in him. 
“What do you need?” I shut the door behind me and crossed my arms, waiting expectantly for him to talk. 
“I owe you an explanation,” Sam began, “about what happened the day after Dec got hurt.”
“You don’t have to explain why you don’t like me,” I cut in. “I’m human. I think that much is—”
“I do like you,” he interrupted. “I like you a lot. I like you with Declan. I like who he is when you’re around.”
“It doesn’t come across that way.” 
“I know,” he agreed. “But you need to know what really happened. Why I said what I said.”
“I’m listening.” At the very least, I was curious about what he had to say. It didn’t mean it’d change my mind about anything. 
“I know Declan told you about the thing in the woods killing animals. He wasn’t hurt in an accident helping me. This animal in the woods attacked him while he was a wolf. He got hurt. Bad.”
“I know,” I whispered. I was still salty over being left out so much.
“What you don’t know is that he kept shifting uncontrollably,” Sam told me. “We have control of our wolves most of the time. But sometimes, we don’t. Every time he shifted, it wasn’t him. It was a wild animal trapped in a room.”
“Oh…” 
“I shouldn’t have let you in there. It had nothing to do with not wanting you and him together. I shouldn’t have let you in there because if he had shifted, he could’ve killed you… or changed you,” he said. My eyes widened. Oh… that made a lot more sense. “When I said you didn’t belong in there, it wasn’t about your relationship. It was about the room. I made a mistake. One that everyone has handed me my ass for. Including Dec. I put you in danger without you realizing it, and I’m sorry for that.”
“I don’t know why you’re apologizing,” I replied with a slight hitch in my voice. While I tried to play it cool, it made me nauseous knowing just how close I’d been to something horrible happening. “I can’t be upset about that because I didn’t know.”
“I know, but I’m sorry for how it made you feel and for not having a good way to explain it.” Sam offered half a smile. “I couldn’t think of a damn thing to say, so I just didn’t say anything.”
“And the bar?” I prompted, arching a brow curiously.
“You’re not the first woman interested in Declan,” he stated. Obviously. The man was a hell of a catch. “But you’re the first woman who Dec has been all caught up in. He’s the best of us. He doesn’t deserve to be jerked around by anyone. I won’t apologize for looking out for him. I will concede my tact was absolute crap, and I’m sorry for how I approached it. He’s my brother.”
“I get that.” Hell, if Wren would date anyone seriously, I’d probably be threatening their asses left and right to make sure they treated her right. I glanced once more at my studio and held back a sigh. My paint was definitely dried up by now. Another painting for the garbage pile. 
“Thank you for letting me apologize,” Sam whispered. “I’ll leave you be.”
I watched him walk across my lawn, heading for his car. I had a feeling the whole situation was weighing heavier on him than he wanted to admit. And I had a feeling his apology was more for him than for me. 
“Sam?” I called after him. He paused, rotating on the balls of his feet to look at me. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Sam?” I walked down the ramp to go after him as he went to leave once more. When he paused, I asked, “How’s he doing?” 
It was the one question I wanted the answer to, but I wasn’t sure I could handle the answer. 
“Fucking miserable without you,” he answered honestly. My lips pressed together tightly as I nodded slowly. What was I expecting? That he’d be happy and thriving? “Have a good day, Raven.” 
“Goodbye, Sam,” I said. I watched him leave with my mind spiraling on thoughts of Declan.  




CHAPTER 88
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Four weeks and I was still miserable. Dealing but miserable. I hadn’t heard from Raven, and I didn’t dare go back after she caught me watching her from the woods. It took everything I had to stay away from her and accept that she was done with me. If I hadn’t heard anything in four weeks, there was no way in hell she wanted me. I hadn’t seen her around town and wasn’t even sure she’d stayed.
Unfortunately, in that timeframe, I’d gained four shadows as well. My brothers followed me everywhere. At first, it wasn’t so bad. I didn’t mind the extra company at the end of the day or for breakfast. But it got old real fast. There was a reason I’d moved out as soon as I could scrape together the money for one of the apartments on Main. I wanted my space from them, but they seemed to have my whole schedule divided between them. Hell, Sam had slept on my couch more times than I could count.
While I appreciated how they wanted to be there for me, I also wanted to chuck them off a pier. Individually. Together. I didn’t fucking care. Whatever gave me a few minutes of quiet.
The five of us stood outside Nolan’s shop, coffees in hand and chatting about God only knew what. Finn and Lucas were in a fit of giggles about whatever the hell they were trying to say. Me? My focus was on the car parked across the street by the general store. Raven came flying out before the engine silenced and hurried into the store.
From the brief glimpse I’d caught, she was a chaotic mess in her shoes with fluffy socks. That was enough to send my heart tumbling.
The conversation around me had quieted as my brothers followed my stare.
“Why don’t we go back inside and fuck with Nolan’s shelves?” Sam suggested.
“You better not,” Nolan snapped quickly. 
“I can handle seeing her around town,” I said. I rolled my eyes, trying to be casual about the whole thing. There was no need to let them know about the surge of feelings just the sight of her brought on. “I have to. It’s not like I’ll leave Cedar Harbor because of her.”
Maybe a really long vacation until my heart could handle being in the same vicinity as her.
“You know,” I continued, “you guys don’t have to follow me around like puppies.”
“Oh, come on!” Sam exclaimed with feigned distress. “You love us.”
“We’re a hell of a lot of fun,” Lucas agreed.
“I’ll leave you alone,” Nolan offered with a shrug. Finn, Sam, and Lucas glared at him. “What? This whole thing is impeding on my writing time. You guys are socially exhausting.”
“Wow!” Finn drew out the word as he slapped a hand to his chest. “Socially exhausting. Guys, we’re socially exhausting.”
“You are,” I said. “I’d kill for one night free of Sam’s snoring.”
“I don’t snore!” he shot back. “I do jerk off on your couch and piss in your yard.” 
“You’re a pain in my ass,” I muttered. He didn’t. Thank fuck. But he was trying to get a rise out of me as a distraction.
“But you love me,” Sam reminded me.
Across the street, Raven rushed out of the store with her arms full of plastic bags, snacks hugged tight to her chest and under her tipped-back chin, and a cup of coffee balancing precariously in one hand. How the hell could she see where she was going? I watched as she attempted to get the back door open. When a small stack of chip bags spilled onto the sidewalk, I chuckled. God, she was adorable. It didn’t deter her in the least. She put her coffee on the roof, threw things on her back seat, and swiped chips off the ground like it was an everyday occurrence for her.
I didn’t mind. It gave me the chance to study her further as I tuned out my brothers. She looked happy. A little crazed in her snack-seeking chaos but happy nonetheless. Her hair was piled high in a clip with flyaway strands everywhere, and dirt smudged her cheek. Those ridiculous fluffy socks of hers were pulled up over paint-smeared leggings that did wonders for her shapely legs while her oversized blue sweatshirt was covered in paint stains and brushstrokes.
And then it hit me. The paint stains were new. She’d worn that sweatshirt a lot, and it’d never had paint on it. And that dirt on her cheek? It was paint.
She was painting again.
I smiled wide, a tiny thrill blooming in my chest. That was worth it. Whatever else happened—no matter what this heartbreak looked like for me—she was painting again.
“Oh, no,” Finn let out quietly as we openly watched her flop into the driver’s seat. “Don’t… she left the coffee on the roof.”
She had.
“She forgot she had coffee,” I said.
“Should we wave?” Nolan asked. “Just obnoxiously wave and hope she sees us.”
Yes, because all five of us gawking at her like buffoons from across the street was what I wanted to point out to her.
We never had the chance to do anything about it. Her car jerked as she started and stopped fast, backing up. The coffee spilled down her windshield as the lid popped off and the cup rolled away. We all simultaneously let out noises on her behalf. What a fucking spectacle we had to be.
Raven scrambled out of the car to grab the cup. In a move I wasn’t expecting, she chugged whatever was left in it before tossing the cup in a nearby trash. The little dance she did told me it was still hot, and I cringed on her behalf. Jesus Christ, this woman.
“God, she’s a fucking mess,” Lucas commented.
I opened my mouth to reply but promptly shut it as she turned in our direction. Those whiskey eyes zeroed in on mine, and my breath caught in my lungs. The world faded around me. There could’ve been a fucking parade going down the street and all I’d see was her.
And then her lips tipped up in that gorgeous smile of hers that could take me out by the knees. It wasn’t forced or faked. Her eyes lit up and her nose crinkled with the gesture. To top it all off, she waved.
The woman still and forever would floor me. I smiled back because it was about all I could do. 
The moment was fleeting.
The world slammed back into its usual pace around me as she rushed back to her car. I watched her get in and drive away. Even when her tail lights were long gone, I kept staring down the street. All I wanted to do was get in my truck and race after her.
She smiled. 
She fucking smiled at me.
That had to mean something. 
[image: image-placeholder]And there they were, my four little puppies who wouldn’t leave me the fuck alone. I sighed as I parked at the end of my drive since there were two trucks and a car already there. The four gathered on my porch, laughing and screwing around as they waited for me. I loved my brothers, but I wanted them to go the fuck home. Their homes. I was over their post-breakup shadowing.
“I thought you got done with work at six,” Lucas called out.
“I thought you had your own apartment,” I retorted. 
“You’ve got a big package,” Nolan said, and I paused. For a kid great with words, on-the-fly speaking wasn’t his friend. Finn laughed as he shoved Nolan’s shoulder. 
“Nol,” I began with a grin, “save that for one of your female characters.”
“No, seriously,” he replied. “Someone sent you a big package. Sam had to help Craig get it inside.”
“Mom probably shopped the home network again,” I muttered. She was the reason why I had stupid shit in my house like an espresso maker and an Instapot.
“Nope.” Sam flicked away his cigarette. I watched it disappear into my grass with a scowl before tracking it down and squashing it. “We asked. Though, she’s probably now going to send us more shit.”
“Great.” Stepping around them, I went inside. “It’s probably just business supplies.”
Had I ordered business supplies? That was a great question.
“Nope!” Finn chimed in. “Craig told us he picked it up from one Ms. Woods. She gave him a hell of a talking to about careful transportation.”
I froze. Raven had sent me something?
“Her talking to’s are top notch,” Sam said with a laugh. “She could give Mom a run for her money.”
Whatever the hell else they said, I didn’t hear. What had she sent me? I rushed through kicking off my boots, not bothering to put them away properly. 
The package in question leaned against my fireplace and was bigger than I expected. A large envelope was taped to the front with the number one written on it. As I took it off, I saw the number three scribbled on the packaging paper wrapped around whatever the hell she’d sent me. A small box on top was packaged the same with the number two written on it.  
“So, what’d she send you?” Finn asked curiously as he and the rest filtered into my house. They spread out and made themselves comfortable much to my annoyance. 
I ignored him and opened the envelope to find a stack of papers.


The ways I see Declan…




It was the only thing scrawled on the first page in uneven handwriting like she’d written it in a hurry. I tossed it aside and stopped. It was a stack of sketches.
Of me.
Holy shit… her talent. Page after page was filled with on-the-fly sketches of me. Working. Smiling. Laughing. Brooding. Did I really make that face? Drawings of my hands, my eyes, my back. 
The details were incredible. And it was all by memory. Most of the moments were fleeting ones I remembered going back to the night we met. There were notes too. Her thoughts scrawled out in quick, choppy sentences. 
Laughing while playing football with my brothers… 


Do you realize that this look is an aphrodisiac? Backward hat, work boots, and those goddamn jeans… they make your ass look downright sinful. You're walking porn in this outfit.




Brooding in the front seat of my truck…


That crease that pops up between your eyebrows as you think… I adore that line. I adore watching you think, but I love the way it disappears when you talk to me and let me into a little part of your world.



My body smeared in shaded paint as I laughed….


This right here… watching you come undone and let yourself explore… I adore the rebel in you and adore when you let yourself express it.




Watching her from across the community center before asking her to dance…


I hated every moment leading up to you asking me to dance… I wanted everyone to know I was your girl.




Scowling as I failed miserably at ax-throwing…


I swear I didn't cheat… but I did like comforting you through your losses.




Pausing while chopping wood to wipe my face with the bottom of my shirt… 


This is just you being a lady tease. Between the biceps and the abs, my shorts were wrecked… I wasn't wearing panties.




Looking out her window as I inspected her house…


God, this look on your face and the lighting in that moment… you left me breathless.




Sleeping on that God-awful bed in the motel…


This moment… watching you sleep in the motel… that night I felt my spark start to come back. I wanted to know the morning-after guy more than I wanted to know the drunk, sexy lumberjack getting reamed by three old men.





Standing at the bar trying to think of what the fuck to say to her…


I noticed you before I knew you noticed me.




The details she put into each one floored me more than the next. But what got me were the few pages that came after.
My wolf.
In truth, I’d never seen my wolf. It wasn’t like there were mirrors in the woods. Raven had broken it down into an anatomical study, which made sense considering her fascination with the subject. 
My paws, my ears, my eyes. 
My stance, my fur, my fangs. The detail was mind-blowing. 
The last page had nothing more than a small note from her. 


I need a little more time… please, just give me that.




When I hit that last page, emotion flooded my chest and clogged my throat. There was still a chance. I still had a fucking chance. However slim it was, I clung to it. 
I set the stack on the mantel and moved on to the smaller of the two packages, tearing it open quickly. A sticky note stuck to the box read: 


I want this back, but it made me smile. Every time I look at it, I smile.




What the hell did that mean? I opened the box. Jesus fuck, she’d kept it. 
Inside was the to-go cup I’d written that stupid fucking note on. I chuckled as I rotated the ridiculous thing in my hand before setting it on the mantle. The fact that she’d kept it made me happy, but also that it still made her smile even six months later.
The last package I was more careful with. I check the edges and the back, trying to find the right way to open it. I didn’t want to ruin it before I had the chance to see what it was. 
“It’s not breakable, Dec,” Sam teased. “Just open the fucking thing already.”
“Are we taking bets on what it is?” Lucas asked. 
“A painting,” Nolan said. We all glanced at him, and he shrugged. “She’s an artist, that’s the size of a large canvas… it’s not rocket science.”
He wasn’t wrong. I did my best to keep my patience as I peeled off the packaging paper. Nolan was right. Brushstrokes in shades of deep green appeared and pushed me to rip the rest off. The peanut gallery behind me let out a round of impressed noises, echoing what I felt. At a loss for words, I crouched to better absorb the imagery Raven had painted. 
It was me as a wolf, standing on the edge of a thick forest. I recognized this. It was the moment she’d caught me watching her. 
But fuck me… she’d created magic. 
Somehow, she’d brought to life a single moment with paint. The pine trees were heavily textured and layered. The depth of the forest was daunting and inviting all at the same time, holding secrets that shouldn’t have been possible on a canvas. The long grass swayed, the clouds coiled, and my fur ruffled with a breeze I could damn near feel on my skin the longer I stared. Even the details in the rippling water reflections were fucking astounding.  
I ran my fingers over the paint to immerse myself in every little detail I could. A stupid smile tipped my lips because, fuck… my girl was absolutely incredible. 




CHAPTER 89
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Holding true to reserving my Saturdays for myself, I went for a longer run than usual. Was it my best idea? Probably not. I was alone and deep in the forest, finding peace in the quiet around me. I needed it. My wolf needed it. I ran hard and let the exhaustion seep into every part of my body. A tired, lazy day around the house was exactly what I needed anyway. 
However, my plan derailed when I drew closer to my house. The overwhelming smell of sweet orange and vanilla washed over me. It stopped me dead in my tracks at the edge of the forest. Raven. I’d know her scent anywhere. 
Stepping closer to the tree line, I remained hidden as I searched for her. She sat on my back steps with her feet curled under her and her phone in her hands. Her tight jeans had tears in the knees, and her cream-colored sweatshirt was oversized to swallow her petite frame. The wind ruffled her loose hair. I adored how she blew strands of hair from her lips every so often, practically rolling her eyes at the air itself. 
I adored everything about this woman. I just hoped to hell she could accept me. Huffing out one growly breath, I forced myself to step out on the path heading to my backyard. 
I approached as a wolf. There was no us if she couldn’t accept me as I was. Every instinct inside me told me to run. To vanish in the woods until she disappeared. If this was another rejection, I couldn’t handle it. The closer I got, the stronger that urge became, but I kept going until I stopped by the firepit. 
Those whiskey eyes widened a little when she caught sight of me, and I noticed the way her throat moved as she swallowed hard. It wasn’t quite fear on her face, but it sure as hell wasn’t comfort either. Still, Raven slid to her feet and shoved her phone into her pocket. 
“Your mom said you go for runs early in the morning,” she said with a ghost of a smile. I didn’t reply. Not that I could. I could’ve shifted back, but I wanted to see what she did. Her hands rubbed on her thighs anxiously. “I hope this is okay… that it was okay to come see you.” 
Flattening my ears to my head, I whined a little. Pathetic? Probably. But I wanted to appear as harmless as I could as she approached. When she was close enough to touch, I lowered onto the ground in a submissive move. She had to see I meant her no harm. 
“Please, don’t do that,” Raven whispered. She dropped to her knees and ran her hands through my scruff. Petting was an intimate gesture we didn’t often partake in, but her fingers threading through my soft fur was comforting. I leaned into her touch. Tears welled up in her pretty eyes as she pressed her forehead to mine with a tiny sigh. “I love you, Declan. I love all of you.”
All of you…
The words resonated deep in my soul, and even my wolf echoed the sense of relief. My tail swished back and forth through the grass as I pressed my forehead harder against hers. It wasn’t enough. 
I shifted flawlessly fast and elicited a yelp of surprise from her as I dragged her to my chest in a crushing hug. The softness of her body, the lines of her curves, the sweet scent of her. I’d missed all of it. 
I’d missed her. 
“I missed you,” I mumbled into her neck just in case she needed to know. 
“You’re very naked,” Raven said with a little hitch in her voice. 
“Clothes don’t shift with us.”
“I know,” she replied and pulled away. “It’s not like Hulk’s pants.”
“What?” I frowned. 
“Nothing. Just nothing.” She shook her head, and I could see she was a little rattled. Too fast. I was moving too fast for her. “Can we talk? When you have clothes on? Your dick is distracting.” 
“Good to know.” I chuckled. “Let’s go inside. I can tell you whatever you want to know—” 
“Everything,” Raven interjected quickly. “I want to know everything.”
[image: image-placeholder]“It started with the Irish Rebellion of 1798,” I began loudly from the entryway. I buttoned my pants and yanked on a shirt as I talked, trying to make sure she felt comfortable. Raven sat at my tiny kitchen table with her hands drawn into her sleeves as she fidgeted endlessly. “A group of Irish rebels planned and tried to execute an uprising against the British rule, but it didn’t quite go as they expected. It’s estimated that tens of thousands of people died during the rebellion. The original Byrnes—my ancestors—came from Ireland. There were four brothers with their wives and a few children caught in the middle of everything. They wanted no part of it other than to survive. At least, that’s what I’m told. To be honest, our early history is a little sketchy. We have a basic idea but not a hell of a lot as a way of specifics. Do you want coffee? Water? Breakfast? I have an obscene amount of eggs from Henry.” 
“No,” Raven replied. She toed the chair across from her, and I took the hint to sit down. 
“The Byrnes shared a farm and housing between the lot of them,” I continued. “It was the only way they could survive the state that Ireland was in at the time. When the rebellion started, from what we understand, they started looking for a way to survive. They couldn’t migrate because they didn’t have the means to, and it would’ve been too dangerous. They couldn’t fight back because they didn’t have weapons. They were stuck in their home with hopes they’d make it out alive. 
“Somewhere along the way, it became obvious they had to do something about the situation. Now, as far as we understand, one of the Byrnes knew of a witch—”
“A witch?” she repeated. Those whiskey eyes widened. “As in magic?”
This was where I’d lose her. 
“Yes, magic is real.”
“Like Harry Potter real?” 
“As far as I know, no magic academies or dark wizard lords taking over,” I said, trying to keep my tone light and amused. From the pensive expression on her face, it didn’t help. “Yes, magic is real. I don’t know enough about it. I only know one person who uses magic. She does magical piercings for wolves so they don’t rip out when we shift, and she does magical tattoos because she can.”
“Oh.” Raven nodded slowly. “That’d explain Lucas’s dick piercing. I wondered about that.”
“That’s what you thought of?” I demanded with a little too much jealousy in my voice. The last thing she needed to be thinking about was my brother’s dick. 
“It’s more like… I was deep diving internet lore… and Twilight discussion boards to figure out what to ask you or figure out what I could.” Her cheeks flamed a violent shade of pink as she stumbled her way through an explanation. “And clothes were a thing… and that made me wonder how piercings would work when you… change.”
“Shift,” I corrected. 
“Right, shift,” she repeated. “And then I remembered Stacey brought up that Lucas’s dick was pierced, which made me instantly feel bad for him because anatomically a human dick and a wolf dick… they aren’t really the same. Like one is out… and the other is… well, you know.”
I bit my lower lip to stop from laughing as I watched her struggle to compare wolf and human anatomy to me. Her cheeks couldn’t be any brighter as she rushed to make it make sense to me. 
“But then I realized, it couldn’t possibly tear out every time because he’d have to be an idiot… or he really liked the pain,” Raven ended rather pathetically. I cringed, shaking my head quickly. 
“No, his dick piercing is magicked.”
“So, his dick is magic.”
“No,” I cut her off quickly. “His piercing is magicked. Let’s stop talking about Lucas’s dick. We’re off subject here.”
“Sorry,” she whispered. “So, a witch…” 
“Right, a witch.” Right, I was explaining my family history to her, not talking about my brother’s dick. So far, the conversation wasn’t going how I expected it to. “Our history states that one of the Byrnes begged a witch to help them protect their family if and when something happened. The witch agreed, but who the fuck knows at what cost. Our history says when the British did come one night, the Byrne men turned to wolves and slaughtered them.”
“Not their wives?” 
“No, just the brothers,” I said. “It’s said their wolves were how the Byrne families survived the rebellion. With some exploration, they learned their bite could turn others. Three of them wanted to keep it among their family. The fourth, however, saw an opportunity to exploit the ability to create wolves as a way to generate power and wealth. When the first three migrated with their families to America, the fourth moved on to do who knows.” 
We knew what. He created the other packs we knew of. But from the look on her face, she was already overwhelmed. I needed to keep the information limited. Later, I could expand on it when she was ready. 
“The Byrnes moved here, where they created Cedar Harbor,” I told her. “It was originally a safe haven for the small group of them. It had the woods for their wolves, water for fishing, and lumber to build a home from. They didn’t need anything else. But as they built this place, more people came. Originally, every time a person would come to Cedar Harbor, the Byrnes would turn them. It’s how our pack is as big as it is.”
“Oh…” Her lips pursed together as she processed that. 
“We don’t do that anymore,” I assured her. “We haven’t practiced carelessly turning in five generations. There’s only been one person turned in the last five generations—”
“Your mother.” 
“Yes.” I nodded. So, Mom had told her that story. “We take preserving human life seriously. We don’t kill humans, we don’t tell them what we are, we don’t involve them if we can.” 
“Then why did you involve me?” Raven asked. A heavy weight built in my chest, tightening fast as she waited for an answer. I knew what I’d done was selfish, and she likely did too.
“Because I couldn’t stay away from you, even if I tried,” I admitted quietly. “And believe me, I tried. But you’re the first person I think about when I wake up and the last thought I have before I fall asleep. I can’t get you out of my head. I haven’t since I met you. Tell me you want me to leave you alone, and I’ll do it. I’ll give you that. Tell me you want me to spend the rest of my life apologizing, and I will. Every single fucking day I’ll  get on my knees and apologize, honey.”
“And if I tell you I just want you?” she whispered. 
“You already have me.” Tempting my fate, I reached across the table and gently untucked her hands from her sweatshirt to hold them. I traced the divots of her knuckles with my thumbs. “You always will.”
She clamped down on her lower hip so hard it had to hurt. Those pretty eyes of hers watered all over again, and I couldn’t stand to see her cry. 
“Can I hug you?” 
“Please,” she mumbled. The words were barely out of her mouth before she had the chair pushed back and rounded the table. I met her with open arms, pulling her into my lap. My fingers tangled in her hair while she buried her face in my neck.
I clung to her just as desperately as she clung to me. 
“I’m still scared,” Raven said into my neck. 
“Well, magic dicks aside,” I started lightly, enjoying the small laugh it pulled from her, “it’s a lot to take in, so I’m not surprised. I’m not mad. I’m just here however you need me. If you have questions, I’ll give you whatever answers I can. If you need space to process things, I’ll give you that. If you need someone to hold you, fuck, I’ll do so with pleasure.” 
She nodded but said nothing. I waited with my arms tight around her as I listened to her quiet breathing. 
“Can you eat chocolate?” she asked, and I frowned. What the fuck? That question was the last thing I expected. 
“What?” 
“Can you eat chocolate?” she repeated. “Dogs can’t eat chocolate. It’s toxic or something.”
“I’m not a dog,” I reminded her. “And yes, I can eat chocolate.”
“And onions?” 
“Yes.”
“And garlic?” she continued relentlessly. These questions were ridiculous. “What about raw potatoes? I read that dogs can’t eat raw potatoes. I know, I know. You’re not a dog, but still”
“No one should eat raw potatoes,” I exclaimed. “Who the fuck do you know that eats raw potatoes?”
“That’s a fair point. What about knotting—”
“No,” I interrupted. That wasn’t a road I’d go down. “I only have sex as a human with my very human dick. Next question.”
“Do you have babies or puppies?” 
Jesus fuck, this woman.
“We have human children, Raven,” I said as I did my best not to sound condescending. I had to see it from where she was coming from. “We don’t go through our first shift until sometime after puberty. Jonah was in the middle of his first shift when he attacked you.”
Her body stiffened in my arms at the mention of that. I didn’t blame her and kissed her forehead. 
“For the most part, we’re in complete control of our wolves at all times,” I explained. “That connection between our humanity and our wolves isn’t automatic. It’s cultivated and nurtured. We have to learn it and build it.” 
I felt her nod, but that was it. While she remained silent, I brushed my fingers through her hair in a tiny offer of comfort. This life I was used to. But for her? Shit, what I wouldn’t give to be inside her mind.
“So…” Raven blew out a breath of air. “Byrne pack. Does that make you alpha? Or like your mom alpha?”
A deep growl of annoyance resonated in my chest. Instantly, she froze. What she once found sexy, wasn’t nearly so anymore. One little dip into my wolf’s hearing and I could hear her heart hammering in her chest. Fuck.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “Sometimes the animal in me comes out. I just hate that concept. Though, if there was one, it’d be my mom.”
“Why do you hate it?”
“I don’t like telling anyone what to do.” Except maybe telling her what to do in bed. I kept that thought to myself. Not the time or place. “We don’t order or command authority. That’s no way for anyone to live. We—the Byrnes, that is—lead naturally, give advice, and help take care of our pack. The concept of an alpha male was discredited years ago. We live by the concept of breeding males and females instead.”
“I’m sorry what?” She shifted in my lap to stare at me.
“The Byrnes are responsible for ensuring the future of the pack,” I told her. “In other words, we’re expected to have kids.”
“Oh…” she let out softly. I could see the wheels turning in her head. “What if I don’t want kids? Or can’t have kids? What then?”
“I just want you, Raven,” I replied. The age limit and the repercussions I left out. She had enough on her plate without worrying about having kids with me in a timeframe. If she went down this road with me, she’d be my focus. The rest of the cards would fall wherever they landed. “I have five brothers. My pack won’t end just because I don’t have kids. What matters is you.”
Who was I anymore? I barely recognized myself. The ease with which I said the words surprised me a little. 
“You’re very good at saying the right things,” Raven informed me. I ran my knuckles over her cheek and traced her bottom lip with my thumb. 
“I just want to be with you, honey, if you’ll have me. Wolf and all,” I told her. 
“I’ll have you,” she said softly. “All of you.”
“Thank fuck,” I replied without thinking, and she laughed. 
“You’re a wolf who spends more time naked than I’m ever going to complain about, I’m an artist who sleepwalks. We’re a hell of a pair.”
“Speaking of art.” I leaned in and peppered her face in feather-light kisses. I couldn’t help it. “That painting you sent me… I don’t have the words to describe how incredible it is. And the sketches? Honey, you’re so goddamn talented.”
“Thank you.”
“How does it feel?” I asked. “To paint again?”
“Like I came home,” Raven whispered. 
“And you kept that stupid cup.”
“I love that stupid cup,” she insisted. That notion made my heart soar all over again. My lips dusted across her jaw. Her head tilted back, eyes sliding shut as she let me dote on her. I kissed the spot beneath her ear and nipped lightly at her ear lobe. “No!”
She pulled back fast, eyes wide and her head shaking. Fuck, I shouldn’t have used my teeth. 
“I’m sorry,” I said quickly.
“No biting, Declan. I can’t… just please… no biting unless I say otherwise.”
And even then I would probably question if she meant it. That reaction was visceral, and the fear in those whiskey eyes was a red flag being waved hard.
“No biting. I promise. But, Raven, I need you to know I’d never do that to you. I don’t want this for you.” Hell, at this moment, I didn’t want it for me. She watched me closely as if trying to determine if I was being truthful. Fuck, with the way she looked at me, I had more work to do than I’d realized. 
“I believe you.” 
“Thank you. If you want us to start over and try this whole damn thing from the beginning, we can. I’ll earn your trust all over again.”
“I think Mrs. Ward wouldn’t be happy if I let you dry hump me against one of her doors again” she commented, and I chuckled.  
“Probably not,” I agreed. Raven wiggled in my lap to better face me. I bit back a groan. Distance may have made my heart grow fonder, but it also had given me a horrible case of blue balls. Her ass wasn’t helping. She took my face in her hands and brought my forehead to hers. Following her lead, I closed my eyes and leaned into it. It was intimate and sweet, filled with unspoken emotions. 
“I do trust you, Declan,” she murmured. I breathed her in deeply. Citrus and vanilla. If that was all I smelled for the rest of my life, I’d be a happy man. 
Her lips brushed against mine in a gentle kiss, and I let her take control. I was at her mercy. Whatever that looked like. Whatever she needed, I was determined to be exactly that. 
I meant what I said. And now, I just had to keep showing her that. 
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It was Sunday. Sunday meant dinner with the Byrnes. Again. We were trying this again. Though, I’d been promised it’d be indoors for my sanity’s sake. I’d spent a good portion of the afternoon obsessed with finding an outfit I felt both pretty and confident in. The soft black dress paired well with the black and white striped cardigan I’d stolen from my mom before leaving Florida. Maybe the chucks were overkill, but I could run in them too. 
That was probably a stupid reason to wear the shoes. But knowing that little fact made my heart rate and anxiety calm a little. I trusted Declan to protect me, but I still needed to know I could take care of myself. I topped the whole thing off with the necklace Maeve had bought me. 
Declan was silent as he drove. That little crease between his brows was there while it felt like his mind was a million miles away. His fingers were laced through mine, and the rough pad of his thumb traced the dips and curves of my knuckles.
“Mom said we’ll do dinner inside tonight,” he told me once more when he pulled into the grass alongside the short drive. “But if you feel uncomfortable, we can go. No one will hold it against you. I promise.”
“I like your family,” I said. I meant that.
“Okay.” He nodded slowly. It was my turn to tug on his hand to get his attention. Those dark eyes zeroed in on my face. The hard edges of his expression softened as I smiled. Saying nothing, I leaned across the middle console and kissed him. It was chaste and simple like every kiss had been since we got back together. Was it me? Was it him? Did we just not work anymore? 
Something had to give. I also needed to be more patient. It’d been a day—a weird, uncomfortable conversation-filled day since I approached him. This sort of shit had to take more time. 
A loud bang on the window scared the crap out of me. I yelped loudly and pulled away from him.
“Get a room!” Finn shouted as he walked by laughing. 
I folded over the console, breathing hard as my heart threatened to break out of my chest. 
“Sorry,” Declan whispered. He smoothed my hair and kissed the back of my head. “I’m going to fucking kill him.”
“Don’t,” I replied. “It’s fine. I promise.”
“It’s not,” he said but let it go. With a quick kiss, he pointed at me. “Stay.”
“Okay.” I smiled as I watched him stride around the front of his truck to open the door for me. Always the gentleman. I loved that about him. I loved a lot of things about him and forced those things to the forefront of my mind. 
We were the last to arrive. It was loud and busy, chaotic and happy. The atmosphere slipped right past all my defenses, warming me up and putting me at ease.
“Come here, you little shit,” Declan snapped the second Finn was within arm’s reach. He let go of me to grab his little brother, putting him in a headlock. 
“Language!” Maeve shouted from somewhere in the house. 
Laughing, I watched Finn struggle. There was no way he’d get the one up on Declan. At least, not until Lucas hopped on his back and the three crashed to the living room floor. Shouting ensued. Playful or not, I couldn’t tell.
“It’s better to let them get it out of their system,” Maeve announced, coming up behind me and settling her hands on my shoulder. “They may be good men, but they’re also reckless boys. You don’t want to get in the middle of that.”
“No, I don’t,” I agreed with a smile. I followed her into the kitchen. “Can I help with anything?”
“How are you doing?” she asked instead. “I hear you’re painting again. I saw the one you did for Declan. Absolutely stunning.”
“Thank you.”
“It’s very different from your old work,” Maeve commented. “It looks like you found inspiration where you probably thought you never would.”
“I did,” I said. And then some. My studio was filled with proof. 
“It’s nice to see you and Declan back together,” she continued. “But he says that he’s bringing you back to the pack house today.”
“Yeah, he wanted to show me it,” I replied quietly. Honestly, I had no idea what to expect except wolves everywhere. Just the thought made my pulse race. Approaching Declan as a wolf had been a lot. Now, he wanted to introduce me to his whole pack. I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. I needed to be ready for that, but I wasn’t sure how to. “He wants me to meet the pack.”
“Are you okay with that?” Maeve gently reached over and picked my thumb away from my mouth. My cheeks flushed. I hadn’t even realized I was chewing on it. “You don’t have to, sweetheart. You can take all the time you want to adjust. It’s a big life change.”
“I feel like if I stop now, I won’t be able to start again,” I admitted. The concern on her face was genuine as she waited for me to elaborate. The thing was, I didn’t know how. I accepted that Declan was what he was. But the rest? I struggled hard to wrap my head around it. I hoped that if I threw myself all in with Declan, eventually the comfort and acceptance of it all would follow. I shrugged. “I love him. The rest will come eventually.”
She nodded her head, eyes narrowing slightly as she considered me. I wasn’t convincing her at all. I offered my best smile and said nothing else. Instead, I went back into the living room where somehow the fight between Declan, Lucas, and Finn had transformed into a fight between Lucas and Finn with Finn losing miserably. Declan stood with his arms crossed and a smug expression on his face. 
“Proud of yourself, are you?” I teased as I bumped my shoulder into him. He wrapped an arm around me and kissed the top of my head. 
“I kicked their asses—”
“Language!” Maeve shouted from the kitchen, and I giggled. 
“I kicked their asses,” Declan whispered. 
“I can still hear you,” she snapped. 
“Wolf hearing,” he explained. Oh, that made sense. Wait… was that an all-the-time thing? What else had this man heard me say?
“Do you hear everything all the time?” I asked him, rotating to face him. The slightest tinge of pink rose in his cheeks. “Declan! What else have you heard?”
“It’s not an all the time thing,” he told me. “But we can dip into our wolf senses when we want to. I may have had a few… inappropriate moments of eavesdropping early on.”
“What else have you heard?” I demanded.
“I may have heard a few comments about me being a lumber-snack,” he began with a laugh. My eyes widened, mortified. Oh, God. He’d heard my conversation with Wren. “Something about licking me head-to-toe like an ice cream cone. My need for OnlyFans account, so people can watch me handle my wood. Your desire to have me take my shirt off. How my ass is sinful. Is that a good thing? And there was a reason I trimmed my beard not too long after.”
“Jesus Christ,” I groaned. I buried my face in his shoulder while he laughed harder. Leaning in, he kissed my temple and his lips brushed against my ear. 
“What I want to know,” he began in the quietest of whispers, “is do I have a magic dick?” 
The words sparked a shiver down my spine, and I smiled. 
“I don’t know,” I answered coyly. “We might have to figure that out later.” 
“Figure what out later?” Sam interjected as he came in from out back, smelling of fresh smoke. 
“Nothing,” Declan said quickly while my smile widened. 
“It’s nice to see you, sweetheart,” he told me. He offered a quick hug and I took him up on it. “What the fuck are those two doing?”
“Language! I raised you all better!” Maeve hollered once more. 
“Sorry, Mom!” Sam yelled back, but he didn’t look it. There was no way that man would stop swearing. Ever. Which was impressive considering how scary I had a feeling Maeve could be. “What are those two idiots into now?” 
“Finn was being a little…” Declan faltered as his gaze snapped to the kitchen. “He was being a jerk, and I went to teach him a lesson, but Lucas tried to get in on it to help Finn. I took out both their dumb… selves, and I don’t know what happened there.” 
I stifled a giggle as I watched him struggle to not swear. 
“Does Finn not realize he’s the second weakest one here?” Sam demanded. Louder, he shouted across the room, “Put your back into it, kid!”
“Where’s Nolan?” I asked. “I was hoping to talk to him about the store.”
“Your position is always open,” Declan told me. “You just have to tell him when you want to come back. I don’t think Ginny would let him fire you, even if he wanted.” 
I frowned at the sentiment. I needed to talk to Ginny, though. An epic apology was needed after everything I’d said to her and the fact that I’d closed the door on her. She deserved better. 
“She’s not mad at you,” he stated. “She likes you too much for that. She bugged the crap—”
“Language!”
“Sorry, Mom!” he said. “Anyway, she bugs me every day to see how you’re doing.”
“Stop doing that.” I playfully shoved his shoulder. “It’s like you’re inside my head.”
“You care about what the people important to you think of you,” he replied. “It’s not that hard to know you’d want to fix things with them. But the thing is, honey, you don’t have anything to fix.”
“It doesn’t feel that way,” I muttered. I’d all but quit The Treehouse without telling Nolan. That was a terrible thing to do to any business let alone a small business like Nolan’s. 
Ginny was an entirely different story. She’d been nothing but kind to me, and I was an absolute asshole to her. I had to make it right. I wanted to keep her as a friend. 
“Okay.” Declan pressed a lingering kiss to my forehead. “I won’t tell you not to worry about it, but I’ll reassure you once more that neither of them hates you, is mad at you, or any of that. They just love you.” 
“Thank you.”
“Let’s worry about it after dinner, okay? You and me, we can come up with a plan. Though, Nolan will be here soon anyway. I’m sure he’ll be happy to tell you the same thing.”
“What will I be happy to tell her?” Nolan called out from the kitchen. 
“When did you get here?” Declan demanded. He took two long steps back to peek in the doorway to the kitchen. I followed to see Nolan casually drinking water from a cup by the sink. 
“Like… five minutes ago.” He shrugged. When he saw me, he grinned happily. “I have questions for you!”
“I have an apology for you,” I offered in response, but he waved me off quickly. 
“No need,” Nolan said. “What you can do is let me interview you.”
“Interview me?” I repeated with surprise. 
“I’d love to get your insight on learning about us for my book—”
“Nolan!” Declan scolded. 
“No, it’s okay,” I told him, putting a hand on his forearm. “It’s the least I can do.” 
“After dinner,” Maeve cut in. “Get my table set, boys. And don’t you dare make Raven do a thing. You hear me, sweetheart? Don’t let them con you into doing the work for them.”
“You hear that?” Declan grinned deviously. “Go put your feet up and let the men do the hard work.”
I scoffed, shaking my head. Still, I got out of the way as all five of them went to work setting the table. It was loud, it was chaotic, and it had me nearly crying from laughing so hard. This part was easy. 
This part made it easy to forget all the rest. 
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“You’re going to feel a little bit uncomfortable.” Declan’s voice drew me out of the stupor I was in as I stared at the dark forest around us. His truck jostled us as he drove slowly up a narrow path. We were in the middle of nowhere. At least, it felt that way. He wanted to show me the pack house. I didn’t know what that meant, but I could tell that it was important to him. I was terrified, but I didn’t tell him that. The heavy canopy of trees over our heads blocking out the sun didn’t help my anxiety. Again, things I wouldn’t tell him. He gently tugged my hand until I looked at him and gave him a small smile. “You doing okay?” 
“Yeah.” I nodded. Time. It’d just take me time. I kept telling myself that. It was the only way I’d get through this. “Why will I be uncomfortable?”
“The house is protected by magic,” he explained. “My ancestors did it to help keep unsuspecting humans from finding the house. The magic makes humans want to turn around when they hit the border. Once we move through it, you’ll feel fine.”
“I guess that’s smart,” I said as I looked back out the window. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a clue of what I was feeling as mine or magic. It would’ve been nice to know the difference. I felt so overwhelmed by all the information he’d given me. 
He fell silent as we crossed into a clearing. The truck rolled along the edge of the forest until he pulled into a single spot alongside other cars. I leaned into the dashboard to get a better look at the pack house. Pack house was an understatement. Giant wolf motel would’ve been a much better description. The building stood three floors tall at least and stretched further than I could see from where we were parked. 
It was a beautiful building. The overhang, wrap-around porch was a thing of dreams with hanging flowers in various stages of blooming, rocking chairs and benches, and an ornate outdoor storage tower. The yard surrounding the house was made for… well, everything. There were toys for kids to play with, a grilling area, fire pits, lounge chairs, swings, and more. It would’ve been incredible, but the number of wolves mulling around the yard set me on edge. 
“Hey.” Declan tugged my hand once more and brought my knuckles to his lips in an affectionate gesture. “Look at me.”
I wiggled in the seat to face him, tipping my head against the back to get comfortable. His gaze flicked down to where my dress rode up on my thighs but didn’t linger. He put all his focus on my face. Respectable and attentive. Even with the dress on to tempt him, he was respectable and attentive. He was walking on eggshells with me. Like he didn’t know how to act. Other than the magic dick comment, his dirty mouth was on lockdown. I had hoped the dress would change that.
“If you don’t want to do this, we can do this another day, another week… another month,” he offered. “I know this is a lot—”
“I can do this,” I told him and put on my most convincing smile. He wasn’t convinced.
“Okay, but if you want to leave, all you have to do is tell me,” he insisted. “I’m here literally every Sunday. They won’t miss me for one day.”
“What do you do?” I asked. That seemed like an awful lot of meetings.
“Mostly, we just make ourselves available,” Declan said. “We hang out, talk, eat. We’re here if they need us. It’s a good way to keep us involved, but also a good way for us to be reminded of what we’re here for.”
“Oh.” I couldn’t take him from that. “I’ve got this.”
“We’ve got this. We’re a team, remember?” he corrected. Without waiting for me to respond, he hopped out of his truck and hurried around the front all over again. There was something attractive about the man rushing to open a door for me. When he tried to help me out, I put a hand on his chest.
“Are we starting over?” I asked. 
“What do you mean?” Declan frowned. “I thought we were picking up where we left off.” 
“That Declan would’ve had his hand up my skirt on the ride over and had a few dirty things to say too,” I said. “Your kisses are sweet but that’s it. You’re handling me like you’re waiting for me to break or something. Did I do something wrong? Are we not as okay as we’re trying to be?” 
The word vomit fell out of my mouth faster than I meant it to and with more information than I meant to share. 
“Sorry,” I muttered. “I’m just in my head—”
I yelped as his fingers balled up in my hair, and he dragged me forward. His mouth crushed mine in a searing kiss, and his tongue drove through my lips relentlessly. I hooked my legs around his and inched closer, desperate for the feel of his body against mine. My fingers dug into his back as I clawed at him to bring him closer. Every sweep of his tongue and every touch of his hands melted through me like liquid iron until I was putty in his hands. 
“Woman,” he said gruffly against my lips.  He grabbed my hand and placed it on his dick. The hard length pushed against his jeans. A deep growl built in his throat as I applied pressure. A tingle ran up my spine and heat spiked between my legs. Yup, that growl still did things to me in the right context. “I have the worst case of blue balls going on lately because of you. I’m being respectable because if I give in—if I let go—I’m going to tear off this dress and fuck you against my truck right here.” 
His tongue ran up the column of my neck. I knew there were people around, but I didn’t care. My head tipped back to give him better access. His hand slid under my dress and rounded my hip, his fingers digging into my ass as he yanked me closer. His dick pressed hard against my center as he thrust forward once.
“That sweater covers up nothing, and that dress is a fucking cocktease… clinging to every one of your gorgeous curves,” Declan whispered. He kissed that spot beneath my ear, making me shudder. “And to top it all off, I can smell how turned on you are, and it makes me want to devour you. You don’t have to say a goddamn word for me to know how desperate you are.” 
“Oh…” I let out breathlessly. There were some definite perks to the wolf thing. 
His fingers trailed the inside of my thigh and stopped short when he came to the hem of my lace panties. The clicking of his tongue was a sordid kind of aphrodisiac, making me hot all over. 
“Hips up, honey. These belong to me,” he ordered. I did as he said and gave him the room he needed to take my panties off. After stashing them in the glove compartment, he stepped back to take a good look at me. Admiration mixed with lust in his handsome face as he massaged my thighs. “Now, we’re going to go up to the house and hang out for a while. And I want you to know that once we’re done, I’m taking you home. I want you to show me your art, and then I’ll make you earn those panties back on your knees. Do you understand?” 
“Yes.”
“Good girl.” He kissed me once before pulling me out of the truck. His fingers laced through mine, and he squeezed tight. “I’ll be with you every step of the way. I promise.”
I nodded, at a loss for words as a confusing mix of emotions clashed inside me. Hand in hand, I let him lead me up to the house. 
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That single thought rolled through my head on repeat as I watched him with his pack. This man was extraordinarily gentle and attentive. He was wholly invested in every person he talked to. Nothing about any of his interactions was faked. He remembered details that he didn’t need to and went out of his way to track down people to check on them. People walked away lighter, happier, and more at ease. 
You couldn’t fake the level of care this man had. 
I stuck close, listening and filing away whatever information I could. People management had always come naturally to me, even though I wasn’t a big fan of spending time with people. I firmly believed that just because I didn’t want to be there, no one deserved to be made to feel that way. I’d carried that belief with me since Liam’s business days. It was no different here. 
I wasn’t ready for the level of nudity. Though, honestly, I probably should’ve been. Sure, most people were clothed, but there were still a lot of people who opted to not wear any. The level of body confidence was enviable. 
I couldn’t seem to get comfortable with the shifting aspect. It was everywhere. And realistically, why wouldn’t they? It was their safe place. I was just a guest. But each time I saw someone shift, my heart lodged in my throat painfully. 
After two hours and dozens of instances, I needed a breather. Declan was deep in conversation with Connor—yeah, sweet Connor Harvey was a wolf. No wonder why he was so comfortable with animals. I let them be and disappeared into the house without a word, skirting around people as I made my way to the bathroom. I sank against the wall. Relief washed over me. When had such a tiny space felt so comforting? 
The noise outside was overwhelming and loud. So loud. They weren’t kidding when they’d told me over half the town were wolves. I recognized so many people. I found myself more surprised by those who weren’t there than those who were after a while. Only I would manage to pick the small forgotten town inhabited by wolf shifters when dogs scared the crap out of me. 
This was free therapy. I was convinced of it. Full-on immersion therapy. We were going to see if Raven Woods would drown after being thrown into the deep end.
If I thought too hard about it, I felt like I would. 
Closing my eyes, I focused on those midnight eyes I loved so much and that reassuring smile. I let memories of him wash over me. The way he smelled, the feel of his hands on my body, the deep sound of his voice. He was my safe place. Throughout all the chaos, he’d be my constant. I needed to cling to that if I was going to get through this. 
Fighting in the hallway broke through my little bubble, and I sighed. Curious, I stepped out. Down the hall, Jonah and his mother, Cecelia, were arguing while a dark-haired man stood with them quietly. I wandered out of the bathroom and down the hall unnoticed, but my curiosity got the best of me. I stood at the other end where they couldn’t see me. 
“I just want to go home!” Jonah whined. 
“I know, but you can’t,” Cecelia replied. “You know that!”
“It’s not fair—”
“It’s not nice to eavesdrop,” Finn rounded the corner, and I was startled at his sudden presence. His hand dropped to my shoulder. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”
“Yeah,” I mumbled. I huffed out a quick breath and stood a little taller. “And I wasn’t eavesdropping.”
“Sure as hell looks that way,” he said. 
“Okay, fine,” I lamented. Quietly, I asked, “Why can’t he go home?” 
“Oh, that.” Something dark passed over Finn’s face as he glanced down the hall over my head. He took the hat off his head and fidgeted with the bill as he leaned against the wall next to me. “Jonah has to figure out his wolf, so it’s not safe for him to be around humans.”
“Figure out his wolf?”
“When we shift the first time—or first few dozen times—we’re just animals,” he explained. Right. Declan had said something about that. There was so much information to keep track of. “The pack house is a safe place for new wolves to live until they can fully shift without incident. You were Jonah’s incident. Most pups don’t have an incident because we do our best to isolate them.”
“Isolate them?” I frowned. “That sounds awful.”
“It’s better than them attacking a student at school,” he countered softly. “Or attacking a pack leader’s girlfriend at a family dinner.”
Ouch. Okay, he was right. 
“So, the whole family just moves into the house?”
“Usually Mom and Dad split the time here,” Finn said. “They have to balance time spent in town and time spent here. Pups usually get pulled from school and are homeschooled for a while.”
“How do they explain that at the school?” Multiple children being pulled from school would catch some attention. 
“Most of the staff at the school and the principal are pack members,” he told me. “They’re good at covering it. It’s managing the humans that gets interesting at times.”
“Oh.” I glanced over my shoulder once more to where the fight had quieted. Jonah had his face buried in Cecelia’s neck while he cried. “Declan said there are a few humans in the pack.”
“There are.”
“What happens to them?” I asked. “What happens when their kids are the ones who shift?”
“Oh. I thought Declan would’ve told you that since you two will end up dealing with that.” Presumptuous. He clicked his tongue as he thought about it. “Until a pup is stable and in full control, they have to be kept away from the human parent. They could force the change on their parent, hurt them… or worse.”
Kill them. That was what he didn’t want to say. 
“That’s so sad,” I whispered. 
“I know, and it sucks,” he agreed. “But it’s best for everyone involved. It’s usually only for a few months.”
A few months? I wanted kids. Maybe even kids with Declan. I couldn’t imagine not being involved and supportive. My parents had set a wonderful example. To think I’d be the absent parent… I hated that.
“And you know, with technology these days, it’s not as bad,” Finn rushed to say as he studied my expression. “Facetiming, videos, pictures… it makes it way easier, you know?”
“What’s the longest a kid has had to stay here?” I had to know the possibility.
“Raven,” he sighed, “don’t get ahead of yourself. It’s not as bad as it might seem, I promise. Declan—”
“How long?” I repeated.
“Lacey’s been here over two years,” he said quietly. My eyes widened. Two years? “But she’s not the norm. I promise. You and Declan wouldn’t have to deal with that. I do mean it when I say it’s usually only a few months.”
But a few months was a long time for a kid. I said nothing as I chewed on my bottom lip. Daring one more glance, I stared down the hallway at Cecelia and Jonah. That could never be me. It’d be all Declan. When it mattered most, they wouldn’t be able to count on me.
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She was silent, the wheels in her head turning as she stared out the window. Her fingers wrapped around mine, but it still felt like she’d disappeared on me. What was she thinking? Had something happened? Somewhere along the way, she’d shut down and become pensive. Maybe it was all the wolves, the shifting, and the overwhelming number of people who wanted to talk to her. Hell, it would’ve overwhelmed me too. 
I did my best to convince myself that was the reason. However, I wasn’t entirely sure. I did insist we leave early to get her out of there. While the bonfires and music had started up, I was more than happy to spend some alone time with my girl. 
“Hey, do you want to talk about it?” I asked as I turned into her driveway. 
“It’s just a lot to take in,” she said quietly. “I told myself you had your own little world, but I didn’t realize how true that was.”
“You’re a part of that, you understand that, right?” I replied. Shutting off my truck, I braced against the steering wheel as I faced her. She offered half a smile. It was forced. I reached out to tuck her hair behind her ear, and she leaned into my hand, her eyes sliding shut. “I know it’s a lot, honey, but they’re my family. That’s all it is. Just a ridiculously big extension of my family. That includes you.” 
“I feel out of place in it all, Declan,” Raven whispered, and those whiskey eyes fluttered open, catching mine. There was a sadness in them I couldn’t fix. Not really. That broke my heart. “I’ll get there, I promise. I just need time to process it all and figure out where I belong.”
“With me,” I replied, hearing my voice crack a little. “You belong with me.”
“I know. I’m not breaking up with you,” she assured me. “I just… I’m not a fixer like you. I’m a quiet processor. It takes time for my head to wrap around things. That’s all. You rush in and fix what you can. I just sort of fade into my own space to figure it out.”
“Okay.” I nodded. I could respect that. “Promise that you’ll keep me updated on where your head is at? Just so I know. And if I can help, will you tell me?”
“I will.” She smiled. This time, it was genuine. “Promise.”
“Okay. You want to show me your studio?” I asked. Raven lit up like a kid at Christmas and was out of the truck before I could even get my door open. My heart skittered a bit as I watched her stumble out. The truck was too damn high for her to get out of easily. I rushed after her. “Jesus fuck, honey. Don’t kill yourself getting out!” 
“Oh, I’m fine!” she exclaimed with a huff. She straightened her dress, and my gaze followed the way her fingers skimmed her bare thighs. I wanted my hands on those sexy legs. It’d been too damn long. “Shit, that’s higher than I thought.”
“My point.” I chuckled and took her hand. Her excited energy practically vibrated off her skin, something I loved. I wanted her like this. Happy. Uninhibited. 
“It’s a mess, but you’ll get used to it,” Raven told me. 
“I anticipated as much.” And I did. I had a feeling when she was in the zone, the world fell away. If her state of being while trying to buy an obscene amount of snacks was any indicator, the woman was chaos when she was painting. I kind of liked it. 
Opening the door, she pulled me inside and flicked on the lights. I did my best to keep my jaw up. This space definitely wasn’t the same as I’d created for her. There were canvases propped up everywhere in varying stages of completion. Several larger ones stood on the stands I’d made while smaller ones littered the table. Woods, water, and wolves were everywhere. There were at least a dozen I could see. 
“I threw a lot of them away,” Raven explained quickly as she watched my face. I scanned the room. “Some of them were just absolute crap.”
“I don’t think you’re capable of creating crap,” I murmured. I ran my fingers over the textured lines on one canvas. Awe didn’t begin to encompass what I felt as I looked through her art. There was something magical about what she was capable of, and I was honored to be able to witness any part of it. “These are amazing, Raven. I know you don’t need anyone telling you, but, honey, you’re so fucking talented.”
“Thank you.” She beamed. Fuck, if it wasn’t the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. This was her element. This was where she belonged. “I think I’m going to embrace the woods in Raven Woods Art.”
“You’re damn good at it,” I said. I leaned closer to another painting. Even the pine needles were readily defined. How the hell did she do that? The woman was magic. 
“I think it’ll be fun to market a gallery too,” she continued. “Maybe in a few years, you know?”
“Gallery?” I repeated with a frown. Shoving my hands in my pockets, I faced her. “Are you moving back to Chicago?” 
“What? No, no, no, no.” Shaking her head, Raven laughed. Oh, thank God. I had just gotten her back, and I wasn’t a city boy by any means. “I don’t think I have it in me to play that game again. But I know a gallery owner who’s been waiting for me to get back in the game. She loves what I did here. It’d just mean having to drive canvases out to Olympia and ship them from there.”
“Maybe we can go ax-throwing on those days,” I teased and enjoyed the smile that it elicited from her. She wrapped her arms around my waist, and I peppered her face with gentle kisses. 
“If I win, will you eat cheese again?” she replied with a grin. Devious little thing.
“Maybe,” I muttered. My lips touched hers, and the little sigh she let loose was intoxicating. Brushing my fingers through her hair, I deepened the kiss. When my tongue brushed over the seam of her lips, hers met mine in an eager battle. Just the sweet taste of her did things to me. My cock thickened as I groaned. 
“Can I earn my panties back now?” Raven asked. She arched a brow as she stared up at me. 
“Right here?” I grinned as she nodded. “On your knees, honey.”
Her hands ran down my thighs as she lowered down to her knees. With those whiskey eyes on me, she took her time undoing my belt and pants. When her fingers curled around my hard cock, I moaned. Jesus fuck, I missed her touch. She kissed and licked her way up my thick length. My fingers tightened in her hair. A growl built in my chest when she ran her tongue over my head and caught a drop of precum with a little smile. 
She took the head of my cock in her mouth but only an inch, her tongue swirling wonderfully before she backed off. 
“Take your sweater off, honey,” I said tightly and watched as she did what I asked. “Push your dress down. Let me see those perfect tits of yours.” 
With a sexy smile, she slid the straps off her dress. It pooled around her slender waist and left her gorgeous tits naked for me. The dark color was a stark contrast to her creamy skin. Everything about her like this was a sinful fantasy come to life. 
“That’s my girl. Mouth open, Raven,” I ordered gruffly, my voice thick with need. I tipped her head back with my hand and watched as she did exactly as I wanted, her tongue out and waiting. That lustful look in those eyes. Fuck, this woman. Every little thing she did was sexy. “I’m going to fuck your throat, honey. Just like you like. Eyes on me, and tap my thigh twice if you need me to stop, you understand?” 
“You take such good care of me,” Raven whispered. “Use me, Declan. Let go and use me.” 
I wouldn’t make her ask again. Using the hand tangled in her hair, I guided my cock over her tongue. Her mouth was warm, and her throat was tight as I hit the back. Slow and steady, I eased in and out of her mouth. I took my time, reveling in the tension and heat building in my spine.  
With one sharp thrust, I hit the back of her throat and pushed right through the resistance until she took every inch of me. I held her there, enjoying the sight of her full lips stretched wide for me. Her fingers dug into my thighs. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes, but she didn’t ask me to stop. If anything, the hunger in her expression increased. 
“Look at you,” I admired. One little dip into my wolf’s senses and I could smell how her arousal spiked. Her scent shattered what little resolve I had to savor the moment. Adjusting the angle of her mouth, I fucked her mouth just like she wanted me to. Without hesitation. I growled, “So fucking pretty with my cock in your mouth.”
Raven moaned, the little vibrations shooting straight to my balls. Her hands wandered under my shirt, and her nails scraped my skin as she touched me in whatever way she could. 
A fire raged at the base of my spine. My balls drew up tight. My heart hammered against my ribcage. I chased the high her tight mouth offered. What she craved and gave up so willingly. 
“Fuck,” I breathed out as I pulled out, catching my cock in my hand and stroking fast. I tipped her head back, and before I could even give her the order, her tongue slid out for me. So fucking pretty. “Such a good girl. Don’t swallow, honey.”
I grunted and groaned as I exploded, painting her tongue white with every ounce of cum I’d collected in the weeks it’d been since I’d fucked her last. The flood of relief that washed over me was damn near enough to make my knees buckle. As I drew in several deep breaths, I brushed my thumb over the trail of tears down her cheek and tapped her chin. Raven swallowed, licking and biting her bottom lip as she watched me. 
Jesus Christ, this woman did things to me without even trying. And the way my cock remained thick and wanting was proof of that. Offering her a hand, I pulled her to her feet. She opened her mouth to say something, but I dragged her to me in a crushing kiss. Her fingers clawed at my sides, pulling me as close to her as she could. 
“So,” she whispered breathlessly. I couldn’t keep from touching her. Kissing her. Her head tipped back as I swept my tongue down her neck, growling as everything about her consumed me. “Did I earn my panties back?” 
“Yeah, but I’m not about to go get them right now. Get your pretty ass inside that house,” I told her, turning her toward the door. “I’m going to fuck you senseless.” 
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“Are you just going to keep staring?” Raven asked, arching a brow curiously. Her gaze flicked down quickly to my stiff cock before finding its way back to my face. I grinned, eating up the needy desire in those whiskey eyes. “Or are you going to fuck me senseless like you promised?”
“Fuck you senseless? Yes.” Lifting her foot, I kissed the inside of her ankle gently. “Rush it? Not a chance in hell.” 
A quiet little sigh passed through her as I kissed my way up her leg and over the curve of her hip. I switched sides, starting all over again at her ankle. By the time I reached her hip, she was putty in my hands. My tongue traced the delicate swirls and curves in her hip tattoos, I’d never been a tattoo kind of man, but the look of them on her did things to me. 
The little way she wiggled in anticipation made me chuckle. She was needy and wanting with an obvious idea of where she expected me to go. That wasn’t happening. Not quite yet anyway. 
I covered her in kisses as I worked my way up her body, savoring every inch of her delicious skin with my lips and tongue. I ate up every little whine, whimper, and sigh she let out. I took my time with her perfect tits—kissing, licking, and sucking each one until her nipples were hard from the attention. When I came to the curve in her neck, I paused and inhaled deeply. The scent of sweet orange and vanilla mixed strongly with the aroma of her arousal. Fuck, if I could bottle up that smell and take it with me everywhere.
A growl escaped me. I couldn’t help it.
Her fingers tangled in my hair while I swept my tongue down her neck and over the curve of her shoulder. Every inch of her was mouthwatering. I couldn’t get enough of her. I never would. 
“Declan, please,” she whispered. Her nails trailed up my ribcage as I kissed my way down her arm. Her leg hooked over my hip, and she did her best to draw me down onto her. “You’re teasing me!” 
“Raven,” I murmured against the pulse in her wrist, “be quiet, honey, and let me worship you.”
That little huff she let out was adorable. It wasn’t enough to make me stop. However, I considered starting all over again just to see her reaction. Hell. Why not? 
I dropped down to the end of the bed and took her foot in my hand, chuckling as she groaned. Resting her foot on my shoulder, I kissed her ankle. I licked my way up her calf. I pressed my lips to the inside of her knee. I dragged my tongue along her inner thigh. When I reached her hot center, I paused. Her hips lifted in anticipation, but I kissed her other thigh again. Her leg slid over my shoulder in desperation. 
“So fucking needy,” I growled. “Tell me what you want, Raven.” 
“Please, Declan,” she said once more. God, I fucking adored her like this. Splayed out and mine to have.  
“Please, what? Tell me what you want, Raven,” I repeated. I liked her brazen and wanting, begging me to do the things she needed from me. “Use your words, honey. Tell me what you need and I’ll give it to you.”
“I want your tongue, baby,” Raven replied softly. Her fingers threaded through my hair. “I need it.” 
“Good girl.” I obliged happily, dragging my tongue slowly through her wet center. The sound that fell out of her was nothing short of relief. I buried my face in her hot cunt, lapping and devouring her sweet taste with a building growl. Her hips rolled upward as I circled her swollen clit at a torturous rate. 
I was slow and meticulous in how I ate her out, watching the tension grow and intensify in her body. Her chest rose and fell with rapid breaths as a warm flush crept its way over her body. Her thighs locked around me, her muscles quivering, and her heels digging into my back. My name fell off that sexy little mouth of hers on repeat, growing louder with every groan she let out. 
“Oh… yes…” Raven exclaimed breathlessly when I dipped one finger inside her. Her muscles fluttered and clutched me tight. I sucked her clit hard and teased it with my tongue, pulling a gasp from her.
“How many fingers do you think you can take, honey?” I asked as I worked a second finger into her with ease. She whimpered, and her hips rose against my face. “Two? Just two? I think my girl can take more. I’ve seen the way your tight little cunt stretches around my cock.” 
“Declan!” Back arching against the bed, she cried out when I added a third finger, which her body readily accepted. Her muscles contracted, dragging me in deeper as she teetered on the edge of an orgasm. I picked up the pace, thrusting quicker.
“You should see how fucking pretty you look like this. Stretched wide for me. Come for me, honey. Come all over my fingers. I want all of it.” I latched onto her clit, sucking and licking hard in tandem with my fingers. Fingers tugged on my hair, only making me more relentless. 
Weeks apart had driven me wild. I wanted every orgasm I could coax out of this woman. I wanted her throat hoarse from screaming my name, and her body so fucking tired she’d sleep for a week. 
I curled my fingers against that sweet spot, eliciting a strangled cry from her. Her body tensed. She was right there. 
“Don’t you dare hold back, Raven,” I ordered gruffly. I stroked that spot with every thrust until she exploded with a scream loud enough to wake half the fucking forest. I watched with satisfaction as she squirted, her cum soaking my fingers and the sheets. She shook damn near violently, a delighted little giggle falling off her lips. I kissed her stomach and squeezed her thigh, giving her a moment untouched to come down. “That’s my girl.”
“Fuck,” Raven let out breathlessly. “Please, fuck me. I need you inside me.”
“I like hearing you tell me what you need,” I said. “But no. Not yet.”
“No?” she repeated, her voice rising a notch. Instead of answering right away, I returned my attention to her dripping cunt. I lavished her with slow sweeps and groaned at her sweet taste on my tongue. “Oh… oh, fuck me…”
Eventually. 
“Tell me, Raven,” I hummed against her hot cunt, “what do you do when you don’t have me to make you come? How do you take care of yourself?” 
“Vibrator.” She gasped as I sucked her clit harder. “I have… vibrators.”
“Be a good girl and tell me where they are, honey.”
“Nightstand.” She waved in that general direction like it was too much work to be specific.
“Good girl.” With one long lick, I slipped off the bed, enjoying the heady whine that escaped her. Her nightstand was a fucking treasure trove of personal sex toys, each carefully stored in black bags. “Tell me, honey, which one is your favorite?” 
“Oh.” Raven chewed her lower lip as she watched me. Rather, as she stared hard at my cock. Teasing her, I stroked myself. “Please?” 
“If you want my cock, you’re going to first have to tell me which toy is your favorite.”
“Bag closest to the bed,” she told me finally. “The pink wand.” 
I grabbed it and tossed the bag aside. Settling on the bed next to her, I turned it on and skimmed it over her inner thigh. Her body rolled instinctively in my direction as if the vibration was a command. My lips claimed hers, my tongue driving into her mouth. She matched my hunger. Her fingers dug into my forearm while she gripped my cock in the other. I growled, losing my focus as she stroked me base to tip. 
The need to sink my teeth into her was strong. I swallowed hard, my lips hovering over hers as I focused on the vibrator for a distraction. 
“Show me how you use it,” I whispered while guiding the wand over her lower stomach. When my hand met hers, I slid it into her hand and let go. “Show me how you make yourself come, honey, and I’ll fuck you senseless.”
Something mischievous flashed across those whiskey eyes, piquing my interest. What the hell was she thinking?
“I want both,” Raven told me. Her mouth caught mine in a searing kiss as she lifted off the bed. Against my mouth, she boldly said, “I want you to fuck me from behind while I use my toy. Please?”
She didn’t have to ask twice. 
“On your stomach,” I said. She rolled as I moved behind her. I hauled her onto her knees, giving me a wonderful view of her glorious ass. I massaged her hips and smoothed my palm over her spine. “Put that wand to use, Raven. It doesn’t leave your clit, understand?” 
“Yes.” She wiggled as I lined up with her entrance and waited. She slipped the wand over her dripping cunt. The heavy vibrations rolled through me as I flexed my hips forward, drawing a groan out of me. I almost blew my load right there. 
Oh, what the fuck? The sensation was mind-blowing and unexpected. When she repeated the action, I growled, shutting my eyes and biting my lip as I did my best to hold it together. 
“Jesus fuck, honey,” I managed to get out. My fingers dug into her hips. On the third pass, I pinned her shoulders to the bed roughly. “Make yourself come, Raven. Stop teasing me.”
“But I like teasing you,” she whispered with a certain level of satisfaction in her voice. Of course, she did. I brought my free hand down hard on her ass, enjoying the little yelp that came out of her. I did it again and that little sound of protest melted into one of pleasure. I couldn’t bite her but that handprint I left on her ass was fucking sexy to look at. 
Her hips pressed back into my pelvis as she did what I asked. Her moans and soft cries filled the room as she used her toy. The fucking sight of her… ass in the air, toy on her clit, ready for my cock. The image would live rent-free in my head. 
Those little sounds turned into my name all over again.
“Tell me you’re coming, honey.” I stroked my cock, aching for her. 
“So close,” she whined. “Please.”
“Make yourself come,” I repeated. I brought my hand down once more, harder. Her hips jutted back into me with a heavy moan, her thighs trembling. That was my cue. “Such a good fucking girl.” 
With one hard thrust, I buried my cock deep inside her mid-orgasm. Between the tightness of her clenching muscles and the wet heat her sweet cunt offered, my control snapped. I drove into her relentlessly. Heat surged and coiled around my spine as I lost myself in her. I wasn’t going to last long this way, but from the way one orgasm quickly rolled into a screaming second, she wouldn’t be left wanting. 
I devolved to primal sounds as I fucked her how she begged me to. The desperate need for release had my cock throbbing. I held on for as long as I could, but the second this woman swept her wand over my balls, I was done. I grunted as I came apart, filling her with every drop of cum I had while her own orgasm shattered her. Her entire body shook in my hands while she gasped. 
My heart raced as I tried to catch my breath. Reaching under her, I took the vibrator from her and tossed it to the end of the bed. Hooking an arm under her hips, I dragged her down with me, her back against my chest. Her fingers snaked through my hair as I buried my face in her neck, inhaling that intoxicating scent of her. Not even sweat could wreck the smell of her. That happy little giggle she let out shot straight to my heart, and I kissed her ear. 
I held her tight as our breathing evened out, falling into a steady rhythm. 
“Stay?” Raven asked quietly. “Please?” 
“Always.” 
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Slam.
I flew out of bed in a heartbeat, a dangerous growl building in my throat. The hallway light was on, and another slam made me frown. One glance over my shoulder told me Raven wasn’t in bed. Fuck, I hadn’t even heard her get out. I wandered into the hall to find the bathroom light on and the living room ones as well. Raven moved around the room, muttering to herself as she leaned her head onto her shoulder as if talking on the phone. 
“Honey, what’re you doing?” I asked through a yawn. She didn’t reply. There had to be some kind of reason for what she was doing. 
Unless she was sleepwalking. 
I sighed, raking a hand through my hair as I leaned against the wall to watch her. Sure enough, as she turned on her heel, I saw her eyes were open but glassy. It was as if she was staring right through me when she looked in my direction. I recognized the look from all the videos I’d watched. 
Still, nothing could quite compare to watching it happen in front of me. Shit, she was completely unaware. Seeing her like this worried me. Sure, she seemed to know her way around her own house, but if she left? 
I couldn’t entertain that thought. I didn’t want to. 
Just get her back to bed. That’s all I was supposed to do. Keep her safe and get her back into bed if possible. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be too difficult, but honestly, I didn’t have a clue. 
“Let’s go back to bed, honey,” I whispered. Gently dropping my hands to her shoulders, I rotated her toward the hallway while silently praying she wouldn’t lash out. 
“Five more minutes, Liam,” Raven replied and stepped away, going back to whoever she thought she was talking to. I tried not to let that sting. It didn’t have a damn thing to do with me.
I settled against the wall and waited. Five minutes ticked by at an agonizing rate but quickly became ten. When we reached fifteen minutes and she showed no signs of slowing, I intervened again. 
“Come on,” I said softly, taking her by the shoulders, “let’s get you back into bed.”
This time, Raven didn’t fight. Instead, she leaned into my chest with a tiny sigh.
“You smell good,” she murmured, and I chuckled. I knew she wasn’t aware, so I didn’t engage. Instead, I focused on getting her down the hall and into her bed. Her eyes slid shut as I pulled the blankets up over her shoulders. “I don’t like it when you’re gone.”
Whatever memory or dream she was stuck in, I left it untouched. It wasn’t my place. I focused on brushing my fingers through her hair and rubbing her arm gently with hopes it’d help her fall into a deep enough sleep that she wouldn’t leave again. 
When she was, I went through the house and cleaned up after her. There were books knocked on the floor, cups moved around the counter, and water spilled on the floor in the bathroom. I cleaned everything up, double-checked the doors, and turned off the lights. Any evidence of what had happened was gone. It was a tiny reassurance, knowing that she could wake up in the morning without the stress of sleepwalking. 
In bed, Raven wiggled closer as soon as I settled under the covers. Her fingers slid through mine, and her body pressed against my side. 
“Love you,” she breathed out softly. I smiled and kissed her forehead before letting myself fall asleep with her. 
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Weeks passed, spring faded into summer, and I had no idea what I was doing. I didn’t know where I fit in. I was the human dating a wolf. A wonderful man who often made it easy to forget what he was. But it was the little things that got me. The secret I couldn’t explain to people in town. The way his eyes would snap to the tree line as if hearing something I couldn’t hope to. The long conversations I got dragged into with pack members about pack-related things. They were testing me. I knew that. 
Cedar Harbor was different. Darker somehow, more twisted and intense. The different dynamics in town were suddenly very apparent. It was easy to see where pack members stuck together, where humans were strategically left out, and all the little nuances in between. It was so subtle that it was easily missed if you didn’t know, but now that I did… I couldn’t unsee it. And where did I belong in the midst of all that? 
And then there was the buzz about the animal in the woods. A rogue wolf shifter as Declan had told me. Apparently, it was something the pack had been dealing with for longer than the town knew. But now that the town did—the Schraeder’s dog had been killed on their farm—the air was just different. People were worried and growing impatient. Random sightings were being reported all over the place and almost every night. How many of them were valid or not was a much better question. The pack had their hands full trying to figure it out.
Declan and I had fallen into a routine of just us, and I liked it. He divided his time between the mill, home and business repairs, and the pack. Whatever time he had to spare, he gave it to me. I didn’t mind because it meant I got a lot of painting done. He spent half the week sleeping at my house and the other half at home. On his days off, he took me hiking, camping, into Olympia on dates, or spent the day reading and watching me paint. 
It was easy and comfortable.
I loved him, but I wasn’t happy. The wolf aspect was so hard to accept. It wasn’t really about him. It was just all of it. I loved how it inspired my art, but it didn’t change the fear it incited in me. I was so conflicted about what I wanted, what was the right thing to do, about how to handle things. I wanted nothing more than to ask my mom about everything, but I couldn’t. Maeve wasn’t an option, either, no matter how much she offered to be my Cedar Harbor mom. I couldn’t talk to her about this. 
Which was how I ended up sitting in my backyard with an untouched sketchpad in my lap as I stared at how the sun settled over the water. I watched the colors swirl and mix in vivid shades of pinks and oranges. It was beautiful, but it did nothing to brighten my mood. Gravel crunched and crackled on my drive. I leaned forward and frowned as I saw Maggie’s car come to a stop. What was she doing here?
“I don’t think I’d ever leave if I had a view like this,” she commented while walking across the lawn. Everyone made a similar comment. With a little laugh, she added, “I have a great view of a trailer park.”
“Sounds fun,” I said. I wasn’t sure how to proceed. She and I hadn’t talked much at all since I’d found out about the pack. Admittedly, learning she spent time naked around Declan wasn’t a thrilling fact. I knew nudity was a part of how the pack functioned, but I still didn’t like it. “How are you?” 
“Busy but good,” Maggie replied. She dropped down into the seat next to me and stretched her legs out. “You? Are you doing okay?”
“I’m fine,” I lied. I wasn’t about to dive into it with her, and I wasn’t in the mood for small talk. “What are you doing here, Maggie? I don’t think you came here to talk about the view.” 
“I wanted to ask you something,” she began quietly, “but I need to explain to you that I’m asking not because I want to get in the middle of you and Declan, but rather it comes from a place of concern.”
“Okay.” My lips came together tightly. That wasn’t encouraging at all.
“And I need you to know that me trying to talk to you doesn’t mean I’m trying to get back together with him,” she continued. Still not encouraging. “I have a feeling that ship has sailed, even if you two did break up.”
“Just ask me what you want to ask, Maggie.” I sighed. The runaround was getting old. 
“What are you doing with him? With Declan?” Maggie asked. My brows furrowed together in confusion. “You’re a human, he’s a wolf. A really important one.”
“I know that. He explained it to me.” 
“Declan has a responsibility to the pack. He has things that he has to do,” she continued. “I just don’t think you understand the gravity of that. I don’t think you can understand.” 
“He told me that he and his brothers have to have kids,” I said. Which honestly weighed heavy on me considering my conversation with Finn. “To make sure the pack has a future. We talked about it.” 
“Then you could understand my concern.” 
“I really don’t.” I shook my head. “Declan has brothers. So, what if he doesn’t have kids? There are more of them. There will be kids, even if he doesn’t have them. The pack won’t just suddenly die off because of that.”
My chest tightened uncomfortably even as I said the words. The conversation was a sore spot. I’d always pictured myself having kids. Probably a whole damn house full of them. But now? Could I have kids with Declan and miss important events in their lives because I was a human when they weren’t? Would I be able to give up the idea of having kids all together just to be with him? Would he be okay with that? 
I wanted to rip out my hair with frustration. I was so conflicted and lost. 
“Did Declan tell you what happens if he doesn’t have kids before he turns forty?” Maggie asked. She rotated in the chair to better stare at me. 
“Nothing happens,” I said. Right? Nothing would happen. “Nothing happens, right?” 
“Of course, he didn’t tell you,” she muttered. She suddenly looked as uncomfortable as I felt. Obviously, she’d expected the conversation to go differently. “Raven, if Declan doesn’t have kids by the time he’s forty, he has to leave Cedar Harbor.” 
“What?” My eyes widened. No.
“He’ll be exiled from the pack, and he won’t be able to come back.” 
“But his whole life is here,” I replied stupidly. I chewed on my nail as the words repeated in my head. “He can’t just…”
Give up everything for me. 
He had to have kids. It wasn’t something that was up for debate, no matter where my head was at. That was a lot of pressure to put on me. It was a lot of pressure to put on anyone. Those poor boys didn’t need to have that hanging over their heads. No wonder Declan took dating so seriously.
Why wouldn’t he tell me? That wasn’t something he should’ve kept to himself. Did he think it’d be easier to break the news to me later? 
“Did he tell you the pack has to approve of you?” Maggie’s quiet voice cut through my racing thoughts. I glanced at her and shook my head. What did that even mean? “For the most part, the Byrnes have a lot of freedoms. But the future of the pack isn’t one of those. It’s been that way since the pack was created. When one of them wants to get married, the pack has to approve of their choice. It’s to ensure smart choices are made. Choices that the pack can be comfortable with.”
“And if the pack doesn’t approve?” I asked. I already knew the answer, but I needed to hear her say it out loud. My eyes stung, and I blinked rapidly as I looked away. I didn’t want Maggie to see me cry. Stupid man. He should’ve been the one to tell me all of this. Not her. 
Hell, any of the Byrnes could’ve told me. 
“They have to pick if they want to stay but not be with her, or they can pick to go,” she explained. “If they go, they can’t come back.”
“That’s an awful thing to ask of them,” I grumbled. She made a small sound of agreement. “And me? The pack… do they… do they like me?” 
“They like you, but…” 
“But I’m human,” I finished for her when her voice trailed off. 
“Yeah,” Maggie said. “Humans just don’t understand us. And because you’re human, there’s a lot you can’t participate in. Things you’d never be able to participate in. It creates a level of uncertainty.”
Understandably so. I couldn’t blame them. I’d probably feel the same way if I were them. I stared hard at the water as I thought about what she’d told me. Declan’s everything was in Cedar Harbor. His family. His business. His pack. I couldn’t ever let him give that up for me. 
What was I even doing? 
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It was late when I showed up at his house. There was a single light on in the house. The one upstairs in his office, which told me he was working. For a brief moment, I stood outside and stared at the light. He worked too much. I wished he could see it. If there was anyone who deserved the world handed to them on a golden platter, it was Declan. 
My heart ached, and I drew in a deep breath to steady the way it raced. At least for tonight, it wouldn’t be something I worried about. Instead, I knocked on his door. It took a moment, but eventually, it swung open and there he stood in his gray sweatpants and nothing else. It was a good look for him. A very good look. 
His expression transitioned from surprise to worry rather quickly. 
“Did we make plans?” Declan asked. He ran a hand through his messy hair, and I could see how his mind turned while he tried to remember. “I got wrapped up with doing my books—”
I cut him off with a kiss as I stepped into him, rising on my tiptoes. My tongue swept through his mouth hungrily, and I ate up the little groan he let out. His arm locked around my waist. His warmth. His soft touch. The sweet taste of him. I needed it. I needed all of him.
“I need you, baby,” I whispered against his lips. His dark eyes scanned my face, and I gave him a little smile. Anything to reassure him it was okay. His fingers tangled in my hair as he pulled me into the dark house with him, kicking the door shut behind us. He pushed my back against the wall, and his hands skimmed down my sides and gripped my thighs. I went more than willingly, my legs wrapping around him. The thick length of his dick against my center made me moan when he flexed his hips. 
“I missed you,” he murmured. His mouth moved along my jaw, and I tipped my head back, giving him better access to my neck. 
“I missed you too,” I told him. When his lips brushed against that spot under my ear, I shuddered and tightened my hold on his hair. His tongue swept over my neck and paused over my racing pulse. Oh, how I loved when he did that. 
“Did my girl miss my cock?” he asked against my skin. I nodded quickly and groaned as his dick pressed against my clit even through the thin fabric of my pants. “Is this what you need?”
“Yes,” I managed to get out. “Please.”
Declan’s mouth crashed into mine, his mouth brutal and demanding. I wasn’t the only one wanting and needing. I clung to him as he carried me across the house and up the stairs to his room. Lowering me to the bed, the comforting weight of his body covered mine. I touched every inch of him I could. 
In fumbling movements, we managed to get out of our clothes while maintaining as much contact as possible. I kissed his chest and scraped my fingers over his torso as he knelt between my legs. I craved the connection. Needed to memorize the feel of him with every part of me. 
His mouth. 
My hands. 
His tongue.
My lips. 
I was a dripping mess as he laid over me, his tongue battling mine. There was no dirty talk or foreplay. It was a mindless, desire-driven connection between the two of us. 
“Bite me, Declan,” I pleaded. My hips rolled against him, creating a delicious friction between my swollen clit and his hard dick. He pulled back as he stilled at my request. The questions and concerns swirling in those dark eyes tugged at my heart. He worried I’d regret it. Fair enough. I had been the one to put up the boundary. I whispered, “Please. I’m begging you, baby. Bite me. Use your teeth.” 
His fingers threaded through my hair and tugged my head to the side, stretching my neck taut. His nose ran along the column of my neck as he breathed me in. That growl that built in his throat made me shudder with anticipation. 
“If that’s what my girl wants,” Declan whispered, his voice thick with desire. 
“Please.” I wiggled. I was a desperate mess in need of more from him. The sharp sting of his teeth elicited a gasp from me that melted into an appreciative moan as pain dissolved into pleasure. “More.” 
I wanted his teeth on every inch of my body possible. I wanted the bruises and marks to show I was his. It didn’t matter if anyone saw them. I would. As he continued to sink his teeth into my skin, I reached between us and stroked his cock. His hips thrust into my hand while he groaned. His fingers gripped my hip as he repositioned himself. 
With one thrust, he filled me. I sighed with relief. My fingers trailed up his ribs while his mouth found mine. We slipped into a steady rhythm, slow and emotional. Everything we felt, we spoke with our bodies. Our hands. Our lips. I lost myself in the overwhelming connection. 
I loved this man. I loved every inch of Declan as fiercely as I possibly could love another person. I ripped my heart out and gave the whole thing to him right there in that bed. There wasn’t a single part of me that would regret it. It was the only thing I had to offer him. 
[image: image-placeholder]For a while, I lay there watching him sleep. I committed every inch of his handsome face to memory from the sweep of his thick lashes to the fine lines he already had from laughter. His jaw, his nose, his lips. He was perfect. I brushed my fingers through his hair. I pressed my lips to his forehead and remained there, eyes squeezed shut as tears threatened to bubble over. 
I wouldn’t cry. I couldn’t because if I started, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop. I breathed him in, letting the deep woods and smoky aroma wash through me.
Doing my best to stay silent, I slid out of bed and paused at the end, waiting to see if he woke. He didn’t. I gathered my clothes and tiptoed from the room. I dressed in the hall, doing my best to be the definition of silent. I didn’t want his wolf hearing to wake him. 
Every step and movement was meticulous as I made my way through his house. I grabbed my jacket from the kitchen floor and searched the pockets. On the inside was a letter I’d written to him before coming over. It was full of all the things I couldn’t say about how I felt, what he meant to me, and why we could never be.
I left it for him on the table and forced myself to walk out of the house. It would’ve been so easy to turn around and crawl back into bed with him. To get lost in everything about him and pretend like we didn’t come from two different worlds. I wanted to but couldn’t. 
The heartbreak overwhelmed me as I stood in his backyard, staring up at his house. Declan Byrne was the best thing to ever happened to me. Of that, I was certain. No matter what happened, my heart would always belong to him. 
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Raven was gone when I woke up. She hadn’t sleepwalked her way out of the house. Her clothes, her jacket, her car. All of it, gone. I called twice, but it went straight to voicemail. 
That familiar ache blossomed in my chest as I tried calling her a few more times. My wolf rumbled and pushed back to mirror my frustration. Her visit had been a pleasant surprise, but the sex that followed had been wildly unexpected. It was more emotional and intense than anything I’d experienced as if she’d been trying to pour a million little words into it. 
But our balance had been thrown off. I could feel it in the energy between us. I could see it in the way she’d looked at me. Why wouldn’t she just talk to me?
I went to make a quick cup of coffee before driving over to her house when I saw the envelope on the table. My heart lodged in my throat. There was only one thing a letter left behind meant. 
Grabbing it, I sank into a chair as I tore it open and read the letter. 


Declan,
I’m sorry I’m doing this in a letter. I didn’t think I could say the words out loud to you. Not without crying and messing it up. 
The night we met wasn’t the first time I saw you. I’d been in East Havenwood for almost a month. That’s a month of Mrs. Ward mind you. Just before Christmas, you showed up in your truck. Someone’s car had broken down, and they had their kid with them. I watched from my room as you wrapped the kid up in your jacket, stuck them in your truck, and went to work helping with the car. You ended up towing them down the road I think. I don’t really know.
I just remember watching you as you worked. Handsome and rugged with a smile warm enough to melt the snow. But it wasn’t just that. It was how far you went to make sure the two of them were okay. People don’t do that. 
You were something else. Something wonderful. Honest. Endearing.
It did something to me. For just a moment, I adored you. Or maybe I adored what you stood for. A good man with a heart of gold. That day I took off my wedding ring. That day I knew I wanted more for myself. I wanted to find someone to share my life with. 
I promise I didn’t stalk you back to Cedar Harbor. Finding you here was a wonderful surprise. I never imagined the guy helping a stranger get to safety would be the same guy I hired to fix my house. 
I also never imagined I’d fall in love with that man as hard and fast as I did. I thought I loved Liam—and I did—but loving you is different. It’s more. It’s all-consuming. Beautiful, destructive, restorative. 
I came to Cedar Harbor to find myself and I did. I just never imagined I’d find myself in a man who redefines what it means to have a heart of gold. What it means to be a good man. I never imagined I’d meet someone like you let alone be loved by a man like you. You’re the type of man they write about in romance books… a fairy tale for adults… a dream most people can only hope to find. 
I don’t care that you’re a wolf. I love all of you, and I mean that. Yes, I am struggling with the existence of it all, but what I’ve struggled with the most is where do I fit in? Where does the human who fell for the wolf belong?
I want kids one day. I want a family. I can’t imagine having children and not being there for them during pivotal emotional stages in their lives because they’re “dangerous”. I can’t imagine raising children part-time because what I am is a detriment to my ability to parent. I’m already terrified that sleepwalking is going to impede that, but I can hire help. I can’t fix being human when they’re not. 
And moreover, I wish you had told me about what would happen if the pack doesn’t approve of me. Of what would happen if you don’t get married and have kids by the time you turn forty.
I’ve seen you with your pack, Declan. I’ve seen the way your heart is wholly invested. You’re incredible with them. You belong with them. 
I’m human, and I can’t change that. But you… you belong in Cedar Harbor. Your family, your business, your home… your pack. Everything and everyone you love is here. I can’t take that from you. 
I love you more than I ever thought I could love someone. More than I thought anyone was capable of loving another person. But I can’t hold onto you. I can’t be selfish. I love you too much to ruin your life. I can’t ask you to give up everything for me. 
Please don’t come looking for me. You won’t find me. I’m leaving in the morning to go back to Florida. I’m not sure what I’ll do with the house yet, but I’ll send someone at some point to get my stuff. You and Sam are more than welcome to go in and reclaim the furniture he made. I don’t want it to go to waste.


I will always love you
Raven	




Tear stains smeared the ink as if she’d cried while writing it. I ran my fingers over the words as I re-read the letter. 
And then I read it again. 
And again. 
And I kept re-reading it until the words began to blur on the page. Each read-through ripped out another piece of my heart, and my chest tightened until I couldn’t breathe. I dropped the letter, catching my head in my hands as I did my best to force slow breaths. There was no coming back from this. There was no winning her back.
Raven was gone. 
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I told everyone I went on vacation. Moping around my house and ignoring everyone counted as a vacation right? I called off work, which would probably cost me my job at the mill, and made sure no one saw me. I didn’t want a repeat of my brothers becoming my shadow, and I sure as hell didn’t want to explain to anyone what happened. I’d have to eventually, but I wasn’t ready for it. I needed time. 
Or I needed to eat junk food, binge-watch Twilight—these movies were horrendous, but I couldn’t look away—and not think about a damn thing. If I did that, I could convince myself for a moment that I didn’t feel like absolute crap. 
But I did. My heart was scattered in pieces between Cedar Harbor and Florida. There wasn’t a damn thing I could do to get them back. And the masochistic part of me wasn’t sure I wanted to. The only thing I had left of her was the fucking heartbreak she’d left me with. Somehow, clinging to that felt better than letting her go completely.
On the third day, Mac called. As his name sat on my phone, I debated not answering. What could he possibly want with me anyway? There was nothing left to do or say. 
But the masochist in me picked up. 
“Hello?” I said, my voice gruffer than expected. 
“Declan,” Mac replied as a greeting. “I know I don’t have a leg to stand on asking for your help.” 
“What do you mean?” I asked. What the hell could he possibly need my help with?
“Have you seen Raven?” 
“We,” I cleared my throat and shoved my feelings right back down as they tried to surge up, “broke up. She’s gone. She left for Florida three days ago.” 
“Did she?” The concern in Mac’s voice gut me he said it. “She was supposed to call when she was leaving town, but she didn’t. And we haven’t been able to get a hold of her.”
That didn’t sound like her. She may not have answered any of my attempts to call her, but she would’ve answered for her parents. 
“What do you need me to do?” 
“I know I don’t have any right to ask all things considered, but could you go by her house and check on her? Or see if her car is gone? If she forgot to call us, I need to figure out where she is en route and make sure she’s okay,” he said. “Make sure she didn’t go off on another travel adventure without telling us.”
Fuck me. I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. The last thing I wanted to do was go there, but Raven had no one else to check on her.
“Yeah,” I told him finally. “I can do that. I just need to get my shit together, and then I’ll go. I’ll let you know what I find.” 
“Thank you, Declan. You’re a real good man.” With that, he hung up. I may have been a good man, but I was also a stupid one. Even broken up, I’d still keep looking out for her. 
[image: image-placeholder]Raven’s car sat in her drive, cold to the touch and half packed. A duffle bag and a suitcase sat in the back, but that was it. It was as if she’d given up on packing. I checked her studio, and she wasn’t there. Which led me to staring at the back of her house. Both her porch door and the back door were open, so she had to be home.
Did I go in? Did I knock? What the hell would I say? 
The vibrating in my pocket created a much-needed distraction. I pulled it out and answered Sam’s call.
“Funny story,” he began angrily, “for a man who’s supposed to be on a mini vacation with his girlfriend, downtown isn’t a vacation.”
“Fuck,” I groaned. I hadn’t even thought of being seen. I just wanted this over with. 
“Yeah,” Sam said. “When did she break up with you?”
“Three nights ago. She spent the night and left a letter,” I told him quietly. 
“Did she say why?”
“In a nutshell? I didn't tell her about the time restriction or what would happen if I don’t have kids. She wasn’t sure she could have them with me because she doesn’t want to be an absent mom, but me not fulfilling my responsibilities? She didn’t want me to have to give it all up for her. She doesn’t want to ruin my life. She’s gone. She left Cedar Harbor.”
“Shit. I’m sorry, Dec,” he replied. “We’ll be over shortly.”
Of course, they would.
“I’m not home actually,” I told him. 
“Where are you?”
“Raven’s house.”
“God, you really are a glutton for punishment,” Sam muttered. “Go home, Dec.”
“I will as soon as I tell her to call her fucking dad,” I retorted grumpily. “She was supposed to leave three days ago for Florida according to her dad, but she’s not answering any calls. From anyone. He asked me to check on her.”
“You’re a better man than I am,” he commented.
“You’d do it for Sloane,” I pointed out. He grumbled something but didn’t argue. Not that he could. I was right. The woman had as much of a chokehold on Sam as Raven did on me. “I’ll be home soon.”
“Good. We’ll bring something over to grill,” Sam told me and hung up. 
I let my focus drift back to her house and gave myself a mental pep talk. I could do this. In and out. I drew in a painful breath and walked straight through the back porch into her house. I steeled myself to tell her she needed to call her parents, and then I’d leave. There wasn’t anything else for me to say to her. 
Not that I had the chance to, either. Raven wasn’t in the house. There were tarps thrown over the furniture in the bedroom, the bathroom was packed up, dishes had been set aside in the kitchen, and clothes were piled on the floor. There was a mound of blankets on the couch alongside a pillow and crumpled tissues littered the floor next to her sketchbook. A tear-stained, half-done drawing of me sat open. 
“Raven?” I called out. The house wasn’t huge. It’d be hard to miss her. For good measure, I checked the front porch. Nothing. Striding back into her living room, I paused to take everything in. From the looks of everything, she should’ve been here. Unless… “Fuck.” 
The blankets. 
The pillows. 
The tissues. 
She’d cried herself to sleep. 
With the doors open, that meant…
“Fuck!” I hurried out of the house, scanning the backyard. There was a good chance Raven had sleepwalked her way right out of her house. 
And if she’d done that… 
I didn’t want to entertain that thought. My heart hammered erratically in my chest. Three days. Three fucking days since she was supposed to have left Cedar Harbor. That was three days of her ending up who knew where. My mind raced with a million different scenarios as to what could’ve happened to her. None of them were good. 
The woods. 
The water—I cut that thought off before my mind ran rampant with it. I couldn’t go down that road. 
The woods. I could focus on the woods. I dipped into my wolf’s senses, focusing on my sense of smell. Sweet orange and vanilla consumed me. I could track her. 
I could find her.
My wolf raged, desperate to be let loose and be useful. I yanked my shirt over my head as I went for my truck. I stashed my clothes and ran straight into the woods. Once I hit the tree line, my wolf exploded out of me. 
I followed her scent through the woods. Her trail would fade, I’d stop, I’d find her all over again, and keep going. The movement was erratic. It made no sense. I couldn’t understand it. Where the hell was she going?
Deeper in the woods, her smell faded. Something different replaced it. Something I couldn’t quite describe. It was familiar but not. 
Snout turned to the wind, I stopped and inhaled deeply. The sweet aroma was still there, faint. I clung to it desperately and followed it in slow steps. 
When I saw it, I shifted. Snagged on a broken branch was a flap of paint-stained fabric. I pulled it off, toying with the fabric between my fingers. Her favorite sweatshirt. Stepping over the branch, I searched for more. 
And there was more. Scraps of fabric discarded moving deeper into the woods. It was a mess. But there was no blood. I frowned, crouching to get a better look at the trail of clothing. 
I’d seen this before. 
Dozens of times. 
It happened when we shifted with our clothes on. My brain churned, ideas twisting and forming as I tried to put the pieces together. Little things Raven had said along the way began to play on repeat in my head.
Little things began to fall into place. Shit I’d somehow missed the first time around.
“They said I probably scared a stray that managed to get in. I guess it wasn’t uncommon with the woods around us. Anyways, I scared the dog while taking out the cans, and it put me in the hospital. I have the scars to prove it.”
Not a dog… 
“When my husband died, I was sick. I had an infection. I’d been in the hospital, and they thought I was getting better, but they were wrong. I didn’t learn about my husband dying until almost two weeks after it happened, and his family did the funeral without waiting for me to get better. I never went to his funeral.”
Wolf poisoning… wolf poisoning would’ve knocked her on her ass… 
“It tends to happen when I’m stressed. It usually starts when I have trouble sleeping. Sometimes it’s only a few days or a few times. Sometimes, it’s weeks or months of it.”
The random cycles… the random days… 
“Liam really was a good man, and he did slow down once he proposed. We moved to Chicago, so he could run the Chicago offices for his father. His dad wanted to keep everything in the family. Something about old-world Scottish values.”
Chicago… Scottish… fuck. 
The Lochlans. 
“Pale blonde. It’s not even a bad blonde, just very pale. It doesn’t work when I’m tan in Florida.”
The wolf in the woods wasn’t white. 
It was pale blonde. 
How the fuck had I been so stupid? How the fuck had I missed it? 
Had I been so consumed by her that I missed all the obvious signs? 
Shifting fast, I darted through the woods back toward her house. I needed help. I needed to figure out how to handle this. 
If I was right, I needed to know how to help her. 
[image: image-placeholder]The first thing I did when I got back to her house was get dressed and call Sam. He was less than thrilled with me demanding he show up at her house. Granted, I hadn’t told him why. I wasn’t about to try to explain my crazy theory over the phone. Instead, I told him to get our brothers together and drive over. 
The second thing I did was tear her house apart to find evidence. There had to be something to help corroborate my theory. The actual lack of personal items Raven owned probably should’ve bothered me. Under any other circumstances, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it. But I needed something to confirm who her husband was. 
I rummaged through her drawers and closet. Nothing. I tore into the little boxes she had stuffed in the back of her closet. Nothing. I ransacked her kitchen to see if she kept something alongside her medical binder I could use. Nothing. I was in the middle of pulling apart her bookshelves when my brothers walked in. 
“What the hell are you doing?” Sam asked. I was a crazed mess on the inside. I could only imagine what I looked like to them.
“Which one of the Lochlans died?” I demanded, completely ignoring his question. I held a book upside down and shook it to see if anything would fall out. It didn’t. “There was one of them that died… two years ago? Maybe? Three? I can’t remember.”
“Oh, he’s lost it,” Lucas muttered. He flopped down on the couch with Finn following suit. 
“It was one of the twins,” Nolan said. Thank fuck one of them was being helpful. “Reid… no, wait. Liam Lochlan died. Hiking accident.”
“Even though we lived in the city, he was an avid hiker. He went every week by himself. He said it was nice to get out of the industrial jungle and connect with nature.” 
Her words floated through me. Jesus Christ. It was all right there in front of me. 
“What’s this about, Dec?” Sam tried once more. I ignored him as I shoved another stack of books aside and found a photo box. It was worn wood and perfect for storing mementos. Flipping the lid open, I found three wedding rings, a handful of letters, and a stack of photos. The top one was of Raven with her arms wrapped around a man with wild russet-red hair, green eyes, and a wide smile. 
The only thing I cared about was the tattoo on his left arm: a Celtic-style wolf insignia.  
“Is this him?” I asked, pulling the picture out and showing Nolan. If anyone would know, it’d be him. “Is that Liam Lochlan?” 
“I mean, it could be Reid too.” He took the picture to look at it better. “They’re identical twins.”
“Her husband was Liam Lochlan,” I stated. The uproar it caused was more than I expected. Taking the box with me, I strode across the room as I took out my phone. There was one other theory I needed to figure out, but only Charlotte could help me. The second she answered, I demanded, “How much do you charge by the hour?”
“What?” Her tone was surprised. I wasn’t usually this gruff with her, but this wasn’t the time for pleasantries. 
“I have an important question I need to ask you, Charlotte,” I said. “It needs to stay between us. You can’t tell your sister or brother. You can’t talk to Maggie. You can’t tell a single fucking person, so how much for an hour of your time as my doctor?”
“Nothing,” Charlotte replied. “Whatever you say will stay between us. What’s going on, Declan?”
Sighing, I put the phone on speaker for everyone to hear.
“Hypothetically speaking,” I began, “if someone with somnambulism were bitten by a wolf, could they change without knowing?”
The silence in the room was deafening. Sam's eyes widened while Nolan’s mouth dropped open. Lucas and Finn both got to their feet, stepping closer to listen. 
“Oh.” She blew out a long breath of air. “Our wolves, as you know, are tied to some aspects of our mental health. It’s why our wolves present differently.”
I did know. My wolf was tied to my anxiety, my need to escape.
“If someone with somnambulism were bitten, it could be possible for their wolf to be tied to that part of their unconscious. Especially if they were a Wild One,” Charlotte said. 
“Okay—”
“I’m not done,” she cut me off. “If that person had a more severe case of somnambulism where say… they put themselves in dangerous situations… there could be a chance that their wolf is tied to their need for protection.”
The bear… me… Michael and Connor… the Schraeder’s dog. Those attacks weren’t offensive. The wolf had been scared and defensive.
“That fact would make their wolf dangerous,” she continued. “A defensive predator will protect themselves by any means necessary.”
“I know,” I replied. “Thank you, Charlotte.”
“One other thing, Declan. Hypothetically, if a patient with somnambulism were unknowingly turned, if their wolf is tied to that part of their psyche… there’s no fixing that.”
“What do you mean?”
“Even if that person were to become aware of their wolf and create the necessary bridge, they’re not shifting during moments of consciousness as you see with pups. This hypothetical person would be shifting while in an unconscious state. There’s nothing there to control the wolf,” she explained. I kicked out a kitchen chair and sat down. I hadn’t thought of that. “That person will always be a danger when they sleep.”
“Thank you, Charlotte,” I whispered numbly. “Not a word.”
“I promise. And for hypothetical’s sake, I hope you’re wrong. That hypothetical patient… already has a lot to deal with.”
I knew that. I ended the call and sank back into the chair. I replayed the conversation in my head while my brothers watched me.
“Do you really think it’s Raven?” Lucas asked. 
“The pieces are all there,”  I told him quietly. I ticked off them as I shared what I knew, “her husband was Liam Lochlan. The Lochlans are notorious for forcing humans to unknowingly become wolves. She was attacked by a big dog a year and a half ago, right before he died. I think it was a wolf, not a dog. She ended up with a severe blood infection that knocked her out for two weeks. Wolf poisoning.”
“But how could she not know?” Finn replied. 
“She sleepwalks,” I said. “She’s so used to waking up in strange places with injuries and whatnot. She doesn’t even think twice about it besides complete embarrassment.”
“And her fear was genuine,” Nolan added quietly. “She didn’t have a clue we existed before the Jonah incident. I don’t think he told her before he bit her. He just wasn’t there to help in the aftermath.”
“How did he die?” Sam sat across from me. From the look on his face, he had the same thought I did. “Her husband. How did he die?”
“Hiking accident while she was sick.”
“No. No, I remember that,” Lucas stated. “It was a huge pack deal. I went with Mom when she paid her respects to his father on our pack’s behalf. The public knew it was a hiking accident, but that was just a cover story. He was torn apart by an animal. The casket had to be closed because he was… in literal pieces. Do you… you don’t think she killed her husband, do you?” 
“Not intentionally,” I murmured. I stared at my boots. That poor woman. How the hell was I supposed to tell her all of this?
It wouldn’t even matter if we didn’t find her first. But how did we do that without getting hurt or worse in the process? 
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The way I saw it, Raven’s wolf would come home This was the only place in Cedar Harbor that could be considered Raven’s safe place. It only made sense. That and the fact that she often woke in her yard and sometimes Ty’s yard. The one time she hadn’t was when she’d slept at my house, which made me think her wolf had gotten lost along the way. 
Under Sam’s insistence, we called Mom. I told her everything. In less than an hour, she’d shown up with David. As the town’s therapist, she felt his presence was important. The rest of her council had been informed, but to not overwhelm the situation, they were on call in case she needed them. 
In case we needed them. 
Unfortunately, the only way to prove I was right about everything was to wait for her wolf to come home. How long would that take? I paced the yard along her porch as the sun set. The fact that everyone waited inside her house without her there felt invasive. They moved between the closed porch and her kitchen table. The passing time was brutal. Every time someone tried to strike up a conversation, I blew them off. I was so lost inside my head that I couldn’t socialize.
“Come inside,” Mom said softly. “Sit down for a few minutes.”
“I’m fine,” I replied. 
“You can’t possibly spend all night pacing, Declan,” she told me.
“It keeps the pain away,” I muttered. Mostly anyway. My chest ached with a tightness I struggled to get rid of. My wolf was an angry, violent mess. It pushed hard to relieve some of the building panic for me. I couldn’t give in. I couldn’t run away. So, I was left pacing to deal with the anxious energy. 
“We can come back,” she suggested, but I shook my head. That wasn’t an option. They could leave, but I wasn’t going anywhere. 
“The pieces just fit,” I reiterated. “I don’t know how I was so stupid that I didn’t see it. I should’ve seen it.” 
“We all didn’t see it,” Mom reminded me gently. “No one in the pack will blame you for that.”
“What?” I frowned as I faced her. I wasn’t thinking about the pack. I was thinking about Raven. She watched me closely. “I don’t give a shit what the pack thinks right now. She’s been missing for three days. I’m standing out here hoping to hell her wolf comes back, but what if it doesn’t? There’s no way to reach her if her wolf doesn’t relinquish control. She doesn’t deserve this. If I’d been paying better attention…”
What would I have done? Fuck, I wasn’t even sure what I was going to do if she showed up. 
“You can’t blame yourself, Declan,” she said. Her hand touched my arm to stop me, but I shrugged her off. I needed to keep moving. “Have you thought about what you’re going to say to her?”
I had. But fuck me if I knew what was the best way to approach the situation. How was I supposed to tell her she was the one thing she couldn’t accept? How was I supposed to tell her that her dead husband had lied to her their whole lives? How was I supposed to tell her that he’d changed her without her knowing? 
How was I supposed to tell her about the damage she left in her wake?
And how the hell was I supposed to tell her that she was stuck like this? That the tie between her wolf and her sleepwalking meant she was a danger to everyone around her? 
“I have a general idea.” I groaned and turned away from Mom. Every time I tried to answer a question, I was ultimately left with more questions than I started with. 
Mom sat in one of the chairs and watched me as I paced. She wasn’t going to leave me alone, but I didn’t have a damn thing to say either. It left us sitting there in silence as we waited. 
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Close to midnight, the woods moved. With my wolf senses tuned in, I heard a branch snap deep in the shadows. I paused my pacing to search the trees. It took a moment, but I saw her. 
“Sam.” I snapped my fingers. Sam grumbled something from his spot inside the porch where he was half-asleep. “Sam!”
“What?” he muttered. 
“I need you to film this,” I said. I stayed as quiet as possible as I walked up the ramp and handed him my phone. I grabbed the blanket I’d set out, knowing full well she’d be embarrassed the minute she woke up. 
Besides that, I didn’t move. The last thing I wanted to do was startle a Wild One. I’d been on the receiving end of that mistake before. I watched as the wolf dug up dirt on the far side of the yard, making it easier to slide under the fence nearest the water. Pale fur was matted down, and its ears were pressed flat against its head. 
“Holy shit,” Sam whispered. “You were right…”
I really fucking wished I wasn’t. 
I watched as the wolf made its way to the big tree near the back of the yard and curled up. I stood there completely unnoticed. Thank fuck. With a quiet huff, it laid its head down and fell asleep. 
Minutes passed by in thick silence as we waited. 
“Please, don’t be true,” Mom murmured so softly I almost missed it. I glanced at her. Her face was set in a deep frown. Mom liked her. She also probably knew better than anyone else here what it’d mean to Raven considering their conversation in Olympia. 
Unfortunately, any hopes we had that all of this was just one big coincidence were dashed. Pale fur rippled in as the wolf’s body shifted flawlessly. Back to us, Raven stretched her legs in her sleep and pulled her arms under her head as she got comfortable in her sleep.
My heart sank. 
It was one thing to assume it… it was another to know. 
“Damn it,” I said under my breath. 
“I’m sorry, Dec,” Sam replied as he lowered the phone. He held it out, and I pocketed it. I’d need the video later. 
“Just clear out the house,” I told them. “I need to talk to her alone.” 
“Are you sure?” David asked. “We might be helpful.”
“You’ll just end up overwhelming her,” I stated. Saying nothing else, I strode across the lawn, slowing as I approached her. Fuck, she looked so peaceful all curled up. It was probably the last peaceful moment she’d have for a while. I draped the blanket over her naked body to give her privacy before gently rubbing her upper arm. “Raven, I need you to wake up.”
She mumbled something in her sleep and pulled her knees tighter to her body. Dragging the blanket up higher, she buried her face. 
“Come on.” I brushed her hair away from her temple. She moaned with frustration. It killed me to have to do this to her. “I know you’re tired, honey, but you can’t stay out here.” 
“Go away,” Raven grumbled. 
“Honey, you’re in your backyard,” I told her softly. At that, her eyes snapped open.
“What?” Wide-eyed, she shot upright. I moved fast to keep her covered. Tears welled in those whiskey eyes as she glanced around the yard and realized what was happening. “Declan?” 
“It’s okay,” I said. “I’ve got you.”
“What are you doing here?” As I helped her to her feet and kept the blanket tight around her body, she leaned over slightly and let out a tiny sound as she saw my family. “What are they doing here?” 
“Do you still trust me?” I asked. I took her by the shoulders as she searched my face for any hint of what was going on, but I held my expression carefully. 
“Yes.”
“Then let’s get inside and get you cleaned up,” I replied. “We can talk after, okay?” 
“Okay,” Raven let out meekly. She let me guide her back into the house where I left her in her room. I maintained my distance despite how badly I wanted to stick close. Instead, I leaned against the kitchen table, arms crossed hard over my chest as if that’d help me hold myself together. I listened to her as she moved between her room and the bathroom to clean up. 
The unmistakable sounds of her sniffling as she did broke my heart. I knew sleepwalking alone was hard enough on her emotionally. I just wanted to wrap her up in my arms and comfort her. To forget everything else and just be there for her. She had enough going on, and here I was preparing to shatter her reality. 
Raven came out, rubbing her hands on her thighs. She wore a simple tank top that clung to her slim figure and a flannel shirt I knew was mine with jeans. I didn’t say anything, but it did things to me knowing she’d kept it for comfort. Her eyes were glassy, and her nose was red. Hugging the shirt tight around her, she scuffed her gym shoes along the carpet. 
“Sit down,” I said and pulled out one of the chairs for her. She didn’t move.
“What are you doing here, Declan?” she asked softly. 
“Sit down, Raven,” I repeated. My tone offered no room for argument. I wasn’t about to have this conversation standing up and across the house from one another. With a frustrated sigh, she did as I asked. I sat with her, placing my hand over the few pieces of paper I had on the table. 
“What are you doing here, Declan?” she questioned once more. “I left you the letter this morning. I just…”
“That was three days ago, Raven,” I told her. 
“No. No, it wasn’t.” Her eyes widened with disbelief. Just like I expected. She had zero connection to her wolf. There was no concept of time for her. “That was this morning.”
“It wasn’t,” I reiterated gently. “I need to tell you some things, but I need you to listen, okay? It’s not going to be easy. It fucking sucks, but I need you to hear me out. Please. I need you to know that I love you, and I would never do anything to intentionally hurt you.” 
“You’re scaring me, Declan,” she whispered. 
“I know, and I’m sorry.” I meant that. I hoped to hell she knew just how much I meant that. I hated what I was about to do to her. I opened the first piece of paper—the one I’d had Mom bring for me. It was folded in a very specific manner for me to use as I talked. “I told you that three of the original Byrnes migrated here to America—”
“Why are we talking about your family history?” Raven demanded, her delicate brows coming together with confusion.
“Please, don’t interrupt,” I said. “I told you that we didn’t know what happened to the fourth brother. That’s not true.”
“You lied to me.”
Omitted the truth, but yes.
“The fourth brother,” I continued over her as I chose not to go down that path with her, “went through Europe on his own. He exploited the fact that he was a wolf, equating it with power over humans. He saw being a wolf as an opportunity to generate wealth by offering to turn others into wolves in exchange for a fee. Multiple packs were created from what he did.”
I unfolded the paper enough to show off three pack insignias I was very familiar with. The first was the rough silhouette of a wolf head wrapped with chains. The second was a simple geometric wolf design, but if you looked close enough, you could make out the letters BWR. And the third was a wolf head carved out of stone. 
“The pack we interact with the most is the Ironwoods. Roan’s family,” I told her, pointing to the first one. “When they moved to America, they developed a strong relationship with our family. The second is the Bakers. They were an old English family with strong ties to farming. They moved to Texas and built up one of the most influential ranches in the South. We don’t see much of them because of the distance, but we have a strong relationship with them nonetheless. And then there’s the Stone pack. They’re the second largest pack we know. They’re a motorcycle club out of Colorado. Nomadic wolves. They’re the misfits so to speak. They take anyone as long as they’re willing to follow the rules. I know a few Byrne pack members have ended up there. Michael was a part of the Stone pack before he moved up here and joined our pack.” 
“That’s so many,” she let out quietly. I could see the wheels in her head turning the longer I talked. 
“The Byrnes, Ironwoods, Bakers, and Stones have strong connections because we share the same ideology,” I explained. “We believe in the sanctity of human life, we believe in no senseless killing, and in doing whatever we can to protect our secret. Not all packs believe in those things.”
“There’s more packs?”
“There are seven packs that we know of, including ours.” I unfolded the paper a little more to show off another symbol. It was an old-world-style flag with a crude drawing of a wolf head and the moon phases. There were additional symbols I didn’t know the meaning of. We were never able to figure out if the Kosmas updated their pack symbol like the rest of us had over the years. “The Kosmas are a pack we don’t go anywhere near. They’re honestly scary as fuck. They keep to themselves. There’s a lot of talk of human sacrifices, cannibalism, and more as far as they’re concerned.”
“That’s…” I watched her throat work as she swallowed hard. She had no words, which didn’t surprise me. “And the last pack?” 
My chest tightened. This was where shit was going to get tough. 
“The last pack has three locations: New York City, Chicago, and Eastern Europe,” I said quietly and opened the last fold to show the Lochlan family symbol. Tucked underneath the symbol was the picture of her and Liam on the beach—the one that showed off his family tattoo.
“No,” Raven interjected quickly.
“The Lochlans are the largest wolf pack we know,” I continued as I steeled myself for her reaction. “We have a sordid history with them. They don’t have the same rules we do. They believe humans are inferior.”
“No.” She shook her head. I was losing her. 
“The Lochlan pack has always been okay with turning humans into wolves.”
“No—”
“Yes,” I said over her. “Raven, I need you to stick with me. Please.”
“No. You’re lying,” she scoffed. She looked away, her head shaking rapidly. “You’re… just no.” 
“I’m not lying. I wouldn’t lie about this. Not to you. I promise.” I hoped to hell she’d believe me, but from the look on her face, I knew she didn’t. I kept going. There was no stopping now. “The Lochlans are notorious for turning humans without asking permission and often without telling them about wolves ahead of time.”
“Stop.” Her voice cracked as she said it. The sound broke my heart.
“The wolf that has been on our pack’s radar… the one that has the town scared… is you, Raven.” Her gaze snapped back to mine, those whiskey eyes wide with confusion and denial. When she opened her mouth to argue, I spoke over her. “You said that you were attacked by a dog—a big dog. One that they told you came out of the woods. That wasn’t a dog. That was a wolf… that was your husband.”
“Stop,” she pleaded. “Please, stop.”
But I couldn’t.
“You told me that you were sick for two weeks after that with a blood infection, one that your husband had you moved home for. It’s not uncommon for humans to get sick with what we call wolf poisoning. It presents like a blood infection, and it’ll knock you on your ass. Or in your case, it’ll knock you out for two weeks while your body adjusts to being a wolf,” I explained. I swallowed hard. Fuck, I wanted to stop there. I didn’t want to say the rest of it. I would’ve done anything to be able to sweep it under the rug and make it disappear. “Your wolf—”
“I’m not a wolf,” Raven snapped. Without a word, I took out my phone and queued up the video. I set it in front of her and played it. At the precise moment she shifted on the screen, Raven shoved her chair back and shot to her feet. Her head shook damn near violently as she struggled to process what I was saying. “No! No, no, no. He wouldn’t…. Liam wouldn’t… he would’ve…”
She was derailing and fast. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and her lip trembled. I charged ahead at full speed before I completely lost her. 
“Our wolves are tied to different parts of our psyche. Mine is tied to my panic, my anxiety. It tries to relieve that. I generally feel an urge to run away. The more I run as a wolf, the better I feel. Sam’s is tied to his depression and his… feelings of not fitting in. It’s different for all of us. Your wolf is tied to your sleepwalking. When you sleepwalk, it comes out to protect you kind of like it did with the bear.”
There was a heartbeat of silence as she processed it. 
“And Michael… Connor….” she whispered, her words catching in her throat. “And… he… oh.”
Shit, she was getting ahead of me. I hurried out of my chair, taking hold of her face and making her look at me.
“Raven, honey, please—”
“He died in a hiking accident,” Raven told me, her voice breaking with the words. “He died… tell me he died in a hiking accident! Declan, please. He died… he died… I didn’t… tell me, I didn’t…”
The absolute look of desperation on her face wrecked me. I could see the little parts of her falling apart right in front of me. All the pieces she’d worked so hard to put back together. 
“The hiking accident was a cover story,” I told her. Her lip trembled harder, and tears ran faster. “It was put together by his family so people wouldn’t ask questions. He was killed by an animal in the woods.”
That was it. That was the last straw. I didn’t have to put the final pieces together for her. The look on her face split my chest open and tore my heart out. I would’ve given anything to take away the pain etching its way across her face. A painful sob tore through her. She dashed to the bathroom, and I gave her the space she needed. I leaned against the table, listening to her throw up until she was dry heaving. It took everything I had to not go to her. I had nothing to offer her. 
I scrubbed my hands over my face and sighed. What a fucking night. 
The bathroom door flew open, and Raven stormed through the house. Her chest rose and fell rapidly with hard breaths while an endless path of tears flowed down her cheeks. She said nothing as she swiped her keys off the table and rushed out of the house. 
“Raven!” I chased after her. Fuck. She couldn’t leave. Not now. Not like this. I couldn’t let her leave Cedar Harbor. She was too dangerous as she was. She rounded the ramp and right past my family without a single word. I grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop. “Raven, you can’t go.”
“Don’t you touch me!” Raven shrieked, ripping her arm from my grasp. She jabbed a finger in my chest. “This is your fault! You did this! I was happy! I was finally happy until you came along with all your stupid wolf things!” 
“I get it! You’re mad. Be mad! Hate me if that’s what you need to do,” I told her. “But you can’t leave, Raven. You can’t leave right now.”
“Like hell I can’t,” she snapped. On her way to her car, she yelled, “Try and stop me, Declan!”
One glance and I saw my family was ready to step in if I needed it, but I shook my head. If I couldn’t get through to her, there was no way they’d be able to either. 
“Raven, you don’t understand.” I caught up to her, slamming the door shut when she tried to open it. Arms on either side of her, I caged her in. The close position forced her to turn and look at me. “You have to stay. You have to let us help you. You have no idea just how dangerous you are right now.”
“Let me go, Declan,” she said.
“I can’t.”
“I’m not sorry.”
“What?” I frowned. I barely had a second to process what she’d said before the blow to my balls had me seeing stars. Mind-numbing pain and nausea. I staggered several steps back, bending over and breathing hard. I moaned, “Oh… Jesus fuck…”
Her car engine started, and her tires crunched on the gravel as she pulled out of the drive. There wasn’t a chance I’d be able to go after her. Every muscle locked up and my stomach rolled as I stood there useless. Fucking hell. 
The woman actually kicked me in the balls as an escape tactic. 
My wolf bit back, angry and ready to fight something. I shoved it down. I didn’t need it feeding the anger and fear and worry surging through me in excess thanks to the adrenaline. 
“Are you okay?” Mom asked, her hand brushing over my back.
“No,” I growled. With a sharp huff of air, I stood upright. The ache in my fucking balls was intense, but at least I wasn’t going to throw up. 
“That didn’t go well,” she said.
“You think?” I shot back. Jesus fuck, Raven had run away yet again and that was how Mom chose to respond? “We need to get the pack together.”
“Declan—”
“They need to know what’s going on,” I interrupted. 
“Declan, stop!” Mom shouted.
“No! I will not stop!” I hollered. “I’m done stopping! I’m angry! And I’m going to stay angry until I figure this the fuck out! If you want me to lead, then I’ll fucking lead! If you don’t like how I do it, then pick someone else to do it because I’m done bending over backward trying to do whatever the hell anyone wants me to do.”
My wolf echoed its approval inside.
Mom looked stunned as did everyone else, but I didn’t fucking care. I didn’t fucking care about any of it. 
“We’re going to inform the pack what happened because we have to,” I told her as I tried to even my voice. “And then I’m going to do whatever the hell it takes to find her because I have to. And no one is going to stop me. She doesn’t deserve what he did to her, and I’m going to do whatever the hell I can do to fix it. Do I make myself clear?”
No one said a damn thing. At least, not that I heard. I wasn’t even waiting for an answer. I just stormed over to my truck and left. 
I didn’t go home. I didn’t go to the pack house. It was the middle of the night, but I still drove around town on the off chance Raven had stopped somewhere. Anywhere. But she was gone all over again. 
The repetitious disappearing act was exhausting. I understood it, considering all she’d been through, but I was fucking tired. I was going to find my girl and keep her, no matter what that cost me. 




CHAPTER 99

[image: image-placeholder]
RAVEN



[image: image-placeholder]

“Raven, I need you to wake up.”
The voice was hazy and annoying. I rolled away—maybe? I burrowed further under my blanket with hopes they’d go away. 
“Come on.” Fingers brushed through my hair. The touch was gentle, but I didn’t want it. I moaned, annoyed. I just wanted to sleep. “I know you’re tired, honey, but you can’t stay out here.”
“Go away,” I grumbled. I could sleep whenever I wanted, thank you very much.
“Honey, you’re in the backyard.”
What? My eyes snapped open. Oh, no…
“What?” Eyes wide, I sat upright and fast. My head spun a little with the sudden change. Declan was there. Why was Declan there? He rushed to wrap a blanket around my body as I stared around my dark backyard. I blinked rapidly, trying to stop the flood of tears threatening to fall. “Declan?”
“It’s okay,” he said quietly. “I’ve got you.”
“What are you doing here?” I asked. He helped me to my feet, keeping the blanket tight around me as he did. I leaned slightly to peek around his shoulder. His entire family was here. I let out a tiny sound, embarrassment making my stomach turn. “What are they doing here?” 
“Do you still trust me?” Declan replied instead. His hands fell to my shoulders as he stared down at me. What did he mean by that? His expression was so carefully composed. It gave nothing away despite how hard I looked. 
“Yes.”
“Then let’s get inside and get you cleaned up. We can talk after, okay?” 
“Okay,” I muttered rather pathetically. Giving in, I let him guide me back inside my own house. I kept my head down as we passed his family. A heavy lump clogged my throat. I couldn’t look at them. I couldn’t see the pity on their faces. 
Declan left me in my room to get cleaned up. I stared around in confusion. Everything was a mess. My clothes were thrown about, my closet emptied, and my boxes pulled out. I hadn’t gone to bed this way. Had Declan done this? I couldn’t picture him doing anything like this out of anger. It wasn’t even a day since I’d left him. 
I went between the bathroom and the bedroom to clean up and get dressed. Combing knots out of my hair was a feat and picking out leaves and grass did nothing for my mood. I scrubbed the dirt off of my skin until I was pink from head to toe. Tears fell freely. I quietly sniffled, trying my best to make sure he couldn’t hear me. 
Who was I trying to kid? Declan could hear everything with his wolf hearing. 
Despite how stupid the idea was, I grabbed the flannel shirt I’d stolen from him. I couldn’t bring myself to give it back to him. It smelled like him, something I wanted to cling to while I could. I took an extra minute to wipe my face clean and force the tears to stop. I wouldn’t go out there crying. 
Anxious, I rubbed my sweaty palms on my thighs and hugged his shirt around me for comfort. Declan leaned against the kitchen table with his arms crossed over his chest. He was brooding again, those little lines deep between his brows. Was he mad? Upset? His mood was coiled so tight I couldn’t read him. 
“Sit down,” he said and pulled out one of the chairs for me. I didn’t take the invitation. 
“What are you doing here, Declan?” I asked quietly. 
“Sit down, Raven,” Declan repeated. That tone. It was dark and rough. His voice grated with each word. He offered no room for arguing. Sighing with frustration, I did as he told me. It was probably the only way he’d give me any answers. He sat next to me, and his hand settled on a folded piece of paper. 
“What are you doing here, Declan? I left you the letter this morning. I just…”
I just… what? What was there to even say? 
“That was three days ago, Raven,” he told me. I faltered, eyes widening with disbelief. 
“No. No, it wasn’t,” I said. There was no way in hell I’d spent three days just gone. Sure, I was a sleepwalker, but I didn’t just disappear for days. I would’ve known. It would’ve been a thing on my radar. “That was this morning.” 
“It wasn’t,” he reiterated gently. “I need to tell you some things, but I need you to listen, okay? It’s not going to be easy. It fucking sucks, but I need you to hear me out. Please. I need you to know that I love you, and I would never do anything to intentionally hurt you.” 
I knew that but hearing him say the words set my nerves on fire and not in a good way. Fear ebbed its way into my chest. 
“You’re scaring me, Declan,” I whispered. 
“I know, and I’m sorry. I told you that three of the original Byrnes migrated here to America—”
“Why are we talking about your family history?” I demanded.
“Please, don’t interrupt,” he said. “I told you that we didn’t know what happened to the fourth brother. That’s not true.”
“You lied to me.” Of course, he did. It felt like all he did was lie when it came to being a wolf. I knew he thought he was protecting me, but I hated it. 
“The fourth brother,” he continued over me, “went through Europe on his own. He exploited the fact that he was a wolf, equating it with power over humans. He saw being a wolf as an opportunity to generate wealth by offering to turn others into wolves in exchange for a fee. Multiple packs were created from what he did.”
He unfolded the paper to reveal three different symbols. They were similar to the tattoo he and his brothers had in a sense. The first was a rough rendition of a wolf head. Thick chains wrapped around its neck—motorcycle chains? Maybe. I hadn’t spent a lot of time around bikes to know. The second was an intricate geometric wolf design. The talent that went into putting it together was impressive because the letters BWR were hidden within the lines. And the third was probably the most simplistic in design as a wolf head carved from stone. They were fascinating, to say the least. 
“The pack we interact with the most is the Ironwoods. Roan’s family,” Declan told me. Of course, Roan was a wolf. “When they moved to America, they developed a strong relationship with our family. The second is the Bakers. They were an old English family with strong ties to farming. They moved to Texas and built up one of the most influential ranches in the South. We don’t see much of them because of the distance, but we have a strong relationship with them nonetheless. And then there’s the Stone pack. They’re the second-largest pack we know. They’re a motorcycle club out of Colorado. Nomadic wolves. They’re the misfits so to speak. They take anyone as long as they’re willing to follow the rules. I know a few Byrne pack members have ended up there. Michael was a part of the Stone pack before he moved up here and joined our pack.” 
Oh… that was a lot of wolves…
Way more than I’d imagined there was. 
“That’s so many,” I let out quietly. I stared at the three symbols and tried to wrap my head around just how many wolves were actually living in our world. 
“The Byrnes, Ironwoods, Bakers, and Stones have strong connections because we share the same ideology. We believe in the sanctity of human life, we believe in no senseless killing, and in doing whatever we can to protect our secret. Not all packs believe in those things.”
“There’s more packs?”
“There are seven packs that we know of, including ours.” He unfolded the paper a little more to show off another symbol, a flag of sorts. It wasn’t modernized at all and looked like something that belonged in a museum. The crude wolf head was surrounded by an equally crude rendition of the moon phases. It was an interesting dynamic compared to the others. “The Kosmas are a pack we don’t go anywhere near. They’re honestly scary as fuck. They keep to themselves. There’s a lot of talk of human sacrifices, cannibalism, and more as far as they’re concerned.”
“That’s…” I swallowed hard. Cannibalism? Human sacrifice. “And the last pack?” 
“The last pack has three locations: New York City, Chicago, and Eastern Europe.” His voice was quiet as if those locations were supposed to mean something more to me than just places I’d visited and lived. There was something in his tone that made my heart beat faster. He unfolded the last panel, and my heart missed a beat. 
It was Liam’s tattoo. 
It was his family’s tattoo.
And under it was a picture of Liam and me from a visit to Florida to see my family on summer vacation. I remembered that vacation vividly. Hell, I remembered that picture vividly. 
But… he had to be wrong. 
“No,” I told him quickly. He was wrong. There was no way he was right. 
“The Lochlans are the largest wolf pack we know,” Declan continued. The room grew unbearably hot with every sentence he spoke. “We have a sordid history with them. They don’t have the same rules we do. They believe that humans are inferior.”
“No.” I shook her head. He was wrong. I would’ve known. I would’ve known if Liam was a wolf. I would’ve known…
“The Lochlan pack has always been okay with turning humans into wolves.”
“No—”
“Yes,” he spoke over me. “Raven, I need you to stick with me. Please.”
“No. You’re lying,” I scoffed and looked away, my head shaking rapidly.  I couldn’t accept it. Declan was lying. He had to be lying. “You’re… just no.” 
“I’m not lying. I wouldn’t lie about this. Not to you. I promise. The Lochlans are notorious for turning humans without asking permission and often without telling them about being wolves ahead of time.”
“Stop.” My voice cracked and the word stuck in my throat. My eyes burned painfully, and I blinked rapidly.
“The wolf that has been on our pack’s radar… the one that has the town scared… is you, Raven,” Declan said quietly. What? My gaze snapped to his, eyes wide with confusion. No. He was wrong. There was no way. I opened my mouth to say something, but he interjected. “You said that you were attacked by a dog—a big dog. One that they told you came out of the woods. That wasn’t a dog. That was a wolf… that was your husband.”
“Stop,” I begged. “Please, stop.”
But he didn’t. 
“You told me that you were sick for two weeks after that with a blood infection, one that your husband had you moved home for. It’s not uncommon for humans to get sick with what we call wolf poisoning. It presents like a blood infection, and it’ll knock you on your ass. Or in your case, it’ll knock you out for two weeks while your body adjusts to being a wolf,” he explained. I shook my head harder. I wasn’t a wolf. Being bitten by a dog didn’t make me a wolf. A blood infection didn’t make me a wolf. They were just events. Stupidly unfortunate events that sucked, but they didn’t make me a wolf. “Your wolf—”
“I’m not a wolf,” I snapped in anger. Saying nothing, Declan took out his phone and pulled something up on the screen. He set it down in front of me and pressed play. It was a video of my backyard taken from my porch. I watched as a dirty white wolf appeared out of the woods. It dug under my back fence and wandered its way to my favorite tree. My heart lodged in my throat, hammering painfully as I watched. Time passed as the wolf settled down and fell asleep. No, no… please no… let him be lying. He wasn’t. The wolf’s fur rippled as it shifted in its sleep until it was me lying under the tree. I shot out of my chair, knocking it over as I backed away from the table. My head shook violently, sending a spark of pain through my neck as I struggled to grasp what the hell he’d shown me. “No! No, no, no. He wouldn’t…. Liam wouldn’t… he would’ve…”
My bottom lip trembled as I sucked in deep breaths. The room was so small and hot. I was uncomfortable, my skin crawling and prickling. 
He was wrong. 
He had to be wrong. 
It wasn’t me in the video.
I couldn’t be a wolf.
I couldn’t be a…
I couldn’t be…
I couldn’t…
“Our wolves are tied to different parts of our psyche. Mine is tied to my panic, my anxiety. It tries to relieve that. I generally feel an urge to run away. The more I run as a wolf, the better I feel. Sam’s is tied to his depression and his… feelings of not fitting in. It’s different for all of us. Your wolf is tied to your sleepwalking. When you sleepwalk, it comes out to protect you kind of like it did with the bear.”
My… I… I became a wolf when I sleepwalked? 
And the bear…
“And Michael… Connor….” I whispered, the words catching in my throat. If he was right then I’d attacked Michael. And Connor. And Declan. What else had I done? And then it hit me. Liam had died in a hiking accident. “And… he… oh.”
Declan rushed out of his chair. His hands grabbed my face as he made me look at him.
“Raven, honey, please—”
“He died in a hiking accident,” I said. My voice broke with the words. “He died… tell me he died in a hiking accident! Declan, please. He died… he died… I didn’t… tell me, I didn’t…”
It wasn’t me. 
It couldn’t have been me.
It couldn’t… 
He swallowed hard. Even before he said the words, I knew what he was trying to keep from me. Tears ran faster as I waited. 
“The hiking accident was a cover story,” Declan told me. There was a pain in his voice that mirrored mine like he couldn’t stand having to tell me the truth. “It was put together by his family so people wouldn’t ask questions. He was killed by an animal in the woods.”
Not an animal. 
Me.
That was what he wasn’t saying. 
Me. 
I killed him. 
My heart shattered into a million little pieces, breaking apart and scattering everywhere. Pain shot through me as a sob clawed its way out of my chest. Bile bit the back of my throat, and I ran for the bathroom. I collapsed to my knees, throwing up. I threw up until there was nothing left inside me. My throat burned hot as I cradled my head, crying harder than I had in a long time. 
I couldn’t… 
Fragments of thoughts collided in my mind. Nothing made sense, yet somehow it did at the same time. Confusion. Hurt. Guilt. My body shook violently with the overwhelming onslaught of emotions crashing together. 
I killed him.
I killed him.
I killed him.
The thought snaked through my brain on repeat, tearing me apart little by little with every pass. 
This bathroom, this house, this fucking town. It was all too much. I had to leave. I had to get the hell out. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t be around them.
I couldn’t be around Declan. 
I didn’t want to know this. I never wanted any of this. If it wasn’t for him… if it wasn’t for this place…
Surging to my feet, I hurried out of the bathroom. I stormed straight past Declan and swiped my keys from the table. I rushed out of the house and straight down the ramp. His family was out there. From the looks on their faces, they’d been listening to everything, which only made it all that much worse. 
“Raven!” Declan chased after me, his footsteps loud on the ramp. His hand closed around my arm, and he forced me to stop. “Raven, you can’t go.”
I snapped. I couldn’t take him anymore. 
“Don’t you touch me!” I shouted and ripped myself free from him. I jabbed a finger in his chest. “This is your fault! You did this! I was happy! I was finally happy until you came along with all your stupid wolf things!”
If he had just kept the stupid boundaries between wolf and human, I could’ve kept my life. 
“I get it! You’re mad. Be mad! Hate me if that’s what you need to do,” he said heatedly. “But you can’t leave, Raven. You can’t leave right now.”
“Like hell I can’t,” I shot back. I turned on my heel and stormed straight to my car. “Try and stop me, Declan!”
“Raven, you don’t understand.” I had the door almost open when his hands slammed it shut and ripped it from my grasp. His arms locked me in, keeping me caged between him and the car. I whirled to face him, anger and hurt crashing inside me as he challenged me. “You have to stay. You have to let us help you. You have no idea just how dangerous you are right now.
Dangerous? I’d give him dangerous. 
“Let me go, Declan.”
“I can’t.”
“I’m not sorry,” I said. Maybe I was a little sorry because he’d end up hurting.
“What?” He frowned. Before he could say more, I brought my knee up between his legs hard. He doubled over, breathing painfully hard as he groaned. “Oh… Jesus fuck.”
I took the chance to get in my car while he tried to get himself together. I wanted to be anywhere but there when he did. I tore out of the drive, narrowly missing Sam’s truck as I swerved erratically into the street. My vision blurred with a heavy wave of tears, making it hard to see the road. 
It was unsafe, but I didn’t care.
I just wanted to leave. 
I wanted to get the hell out of Cedar Harbor and forget it all. 
I just had no idea where I was supposed to go. 
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People were talking, but fuck if I knew what was going on. I couldn’t focus on any of them. Though, I probably should’ve. Hell, I was the one who’d said we needed to talk to the pack. My heart just wasn’t in it. My heart was with my chaotic blonde. 
To be fair, I’d tried to pay attention. I did. The second accusations started getting thrown around, I quit caring. While some were understanding, others felt she needed to be held accountable for her actions. As if the guilt and shame she felt weren’t enough. They hadn’t seen the look on her face when she realized what she’d done. No amount of punishment could touch what she thought about herself. 
Sam was in a heated argument with someone. Sam didn’t do mad. He did grumpy and put out. But shit, he was mad over the whole thing. And Mom wasn’t having anyone’s shit either. Despite her age, Raven was basically a pup with no control over her wolf. The pack was divided on that. Stupidly so. But Mom shut down every comment heatedly. 
Over and over it was the same stupid thing. I couldn’t listen to it. I leaned against the rail, my back to everyone and my arms crossed. I waited it out. I wanted nothing to do with the ridiculousness. 
As for Raven, it’d been over twenty-four hours since she drove out of town in a fit of tears. I’d run the woods for the better part of a day, trying my damnedest to catch her scent anywhere. There was nothing. She was just gone. I had feelers out where I could in case someone I knew had seen her, but still nothing. 
The worst part of it was her dad. I’d told him the worst variation of the truth I could muster: she sleepwalked out of her house, I found her, and she wanted nothing more to do with anyone. That seemed to keep him off my back. I just hoped to hell she called him because I wasn’t sure what to do if her family showed up in Cedar Harbor. 
My phone vibrated in my pocket. While I knew I shouldn’t during a meeting, I took it out. 
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While it was a long shot, I’d clued my uncle into my search for Raven on the off chance she showed up in East Havenwood. It was a familiar place for her. She’d spent months at the motel across from the bar. 
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God fucking dammit. I bit my cheek to stop from swearing out loud. 
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That didn’t surprise me. I had a feeling she was holed up where no one could bother her.
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Shoving my phone in my pocket, I followed the porch around the house in long strides. I didn’t announce I was leaving, and I didn’t give a shit what anyone thought of it. 
“Dec!” Sam’s voice followed me as I made my way to my truck. 
“Let me go, Sam,” I called back.
“Declan! Hold on!” He caught me by the elbow, and I rounded back on him. 
“I can’t be here! Not now,” I growled, stepping closer to him. I knew better than to start yelling where everyone could hear me. “She’s out there, and she needs my help! So, fuck this, Sam. Fuck all of this right now. She probably fucking hates me, but she needs me. I ruined her life, but she still needs me.” 
“I know, I know.” Sam nodded, his lips pressed together tightly. “Go. Get the hell out of here.” 
“What?” I expected more pushback from him. 
“Go take care of your girl,” he said. “We can handle this. No matter what happens… we can handle this, Dec. Okay?” 
“Okay,” I whispered. “You sure?” 
“Hey, give us some credit. We learned from the best,” Sam replied. I had a feeling he wasn’t talking about Mom. I hopped in my truck. Backing away, he gave my truck the space I’d need to get out of there. As I rolled down the window, he added, “Shoot me a message when you get there. Let me know you’ve got her, okay? We’ll handle everything on this end.” 
“Thank you.” I waved slightly as I edged out of the spot and drove out of there. It was a two-hour drive to East Havenwood—an hour and a half if I pushed my luck—which gave me a hell of a lot of time to figure out what I wanted to say to her. 
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RAVEN






Curtains drawn. 
Door blocked off. 
TV on just loud enough to block the sounds outside. 
Tarps thrown over every inch of the floor. 
And it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t enough to drown out the urges in my head. I was going crazy. I had to be. Sure, I wasn’t sleeping but at random forty-five-minute intervals here and there. It kept me from sleepwalking. It kept me from doing something I’d regret. 
At least, it kept me from doing more things to regret. 
Something was… alive inside me. I could feel it. Was this what a wolf felt like? Something twisting and moving its way through me, pushing to be paid attention to?
It made me nauseous.
It made me want to disappear.
What little sleep I got didn’t offer any reprieve. The moment I awoke, the same questions flooded me on repeat, each wave more vicious than the last. 
Why hadn’t Liam told me?
Why did he turn me?
Why had my… why had it killed him? 
Why couldn’t I remember any of it?
A sob ripped from my chest as I sat in a dark corner of the room, and I buried my face in my arms. I’d cried so many tears that my eyes burned and my nose hurt. Just when I thought I couldn’t cry anymore, another horrible roll of emotions would slaughter me. I’d lost the battle to hold my own so many times that I’d given up. I just let it happen. 
My phone sat on the floor between my feet. I had the contacts sitting open to a single name, someone I tried to convince myself to call. 
Isla Lochlan. 
Liam’s sister. 
We’d been close once. Having opted out of the family business to become a high school guidance counselor, she was around a lot. She knew about my sleepwalking and helped whenever it got bad, filling in for Liam. Between her and their half-brother, Cade, I’d felt secure. 
But now?
Had it all been a ploy? 
Had any of it meant anything? 
After Liam’s death, we’d drifted apart. I couldn’t help but wonder if they blamed me. If they knew what I’d done. If they hated me. 
Did they know what he’d done? Did they care? 
I grabbed the phone and forced myself to call her. After the second ring, I hung up with a painful cry. I couldn’t do it. 
I just couldn’t. 
I was about to throw the phone when her name lit up with an incoming phone call. With trembling hands, I answered. 
“Hello? Raven?” Isla’s warm voice washed over me, inciting a fresh round of tears. “Raven? Is that you?”
“Is it true?” I asked around heavy sobs. 
“Mo charaid?” she replied. My friend. The Gaelic term of endearment sliced right through me. “What’s going on, Raven?”
“Is it true? Are you… are all of you… are you wolves?” 
“Oh…” Isla sighed. It was more of an answer than I needed. 
“Did you know? Did you know what he did to me?” I continued pathetically. Words fell out of my mouth. “What Liam did to me? I just… I don’t want to… did I… did I… is it my fault? Was I the one…”
No matter how hard I tried, the words just wouldn’t come out. 
“Raven, mo charaid, tell me where you are. Please?” she said. “Just tell me where you ended up, and I’ll be there. We can talk. We can—”
I ended the call and turned off my phone. 
Talk, talk, talk.
That thing inside me pushed hard against my skin. I bit my lip until it hurt for a distraction. Everyone wanted to talk. I didn’t want to. I just wanted it all to go away. 
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Of one thing, I was certain: Arnie knew a hell of a lot more about poker than he let on. There was no way in hell this man could win so many fucking games just on luck. No fucking way. Not that I was playing anyway. I just couldn’t get rid of George, Martin, and Arnie. I sat on the closed patio of my uncle’s bar for the sixth night, and they were there. They were always there. Every fucking night. I’d never spent so much time with them. When I refused to play and smoke with them, they sat their old asses down and played cards while shooting the shit at the same table I was at. 
My routine for six days hadn’t changed. I spent the night in the room next to Raven’s and listened to her alarm go off every so often, listened to her cry, and listened to her talk to herself. She wasn’t sleeping. Not really. She was careful to stay up as long as she could manage and set an alarm to make sure she didn’t stay asleep. I knew she did so because she was afraid to shift in her sleep, but fuck, the woman needed rest. She had to be beyond exhausted. I knocked for every meal and when she didn’t answer, I’d leave food at her door. I never stuck around, but the food always disappeared. I had little hope that she was actually eating it but whatever worked. And then I’d spend the day on my uncle’s bar patio alone until George, Martin, and Arnie showed up. I’d sit there and nurse a beer while pushing hard into my wolf senses to listen to her from across the street. Sometimes Uncle Cil would join to check in and see how I was holding up. Sometimes his wife Maddie would. They pushed food in my direction often and tried to get me to come home with them. 
It never worked. 
One of two things was going to happen: Raven was going to answer the door so I could help her, or I was going to be there when shit hit the fan the next time she shifted. Either way, I lived in a state of hypervigilance and planned to stay that way until something gave. 
I rolled the edge of my half-full bottle on the table as I glanced at Martin tossing his cards on the table. 
“Ha-ha!” he exclaimed. “You can’t beat that, you shithead.” 
“Or can I?” Arnie replied. Jesus fuck, if this man won again. He threw down his cards dramatically. 
“Those are shit cards, Arnie!” George laughed. 
“What?” he demanded. “They look good!”
A ghost of a smile tugged the corner of my mouth, but I said nothing. Maybe Arnie was just that lucky. Maybe he could shoot some of that luck in my direction. God knew I needed it. 
The bar door swung open, and Mom walked out. I sighed, setting down my beer as I stared at her. 
“When trouble walks into a bar!” George crooned as he slapped a hand to the table. He, Martin, and Arnie were grinning like idiots at Mom. There was no way in hell they knew her.
“Well you boys don’t look a day over sixty,” she said. Her hand fell around Arnie’s shoulders in a half-hug. What the actual fuck? My frown deepened. 
“She’s just sweet talking us.” Martin laughed. Using his drink, he gestured in Mom’s direction as he looked at me. “You know, she was the original trouble around this bar.”
“Now who’s doing the sweet talking?” Mom teased. “Are you lot taking good care of my boy here?” 
“How the fuck do you four know each other?” I demanded with disbelief. 
“He’s a little grumpy,” Arnie commented. 
“He’s a lot grumpy,” George corrected through his cigar. “The boy’s in a mood. He’s been in a mood for six days.”
“Yeah, well, that’s what his mama is here to help him work through,” Mom replied. Her gaze settled on me. “And, you, watch your language.”
“How do you know them?” I repeated. I wasn’t fucking around. As far as I knew, Mom hadn’t seen Uncle Cil since he left Cedar Harbor. Not that I’d asked her but still. 
“These three were pack members before they moved out here,” she explained. What? My jaw dropped slightly. They were what? “I’ve known them since I was a kid.”
“You’re what?” I couldn’t stop the way my voice rose as all three laughed. “You knew who I was, and you never fucking said a thing?”
“The son of Seamus Byrne comes walking in looking like the spitting image of his dad if his dad were a lumberjack and you don’t think we’d notice?” Martin stated. There were a lot of words in that sentence. 
“We knew who you were about five seconds after you walked into the bar,” George agreed. 
“No denying it.” Arnie shrugged. “You look just like him.”
“Or like if Seamus Byrne had a kid with the Hulk,” George said. 
“I’m six-two, you shameless fucks!” I exclaimed. 
“Declan, language,” Mom chastised. 
“Sorry,” I muttered.
“Woman, who the hell are you to lecture on language?” George demanded. “I remember the mouth on you growing up.”
“Growing up?” Martin repeated with a chuckle. “Remember when she made Ironwood blush? The shit that used to come out of your mouth—”
“Doesn’t need to be told to my son,” Mom interrupted sharply. Oh, I knew that tone. They were in trouble. It made me grin. At least it wasn’t me. 
“Can we tell him about the table incident?” Arnie asked, glancing up at her.
“Absolutely not!”
“The bathroom incident?” he replied.
“Not if you want to keep your balls between your legs,” Mom shot back in rising anger. I choked on my beer, shooting forward as I tried to avoid spilling on myself. What did she just say? Howling with laughter, George slapped me on the back. 
“Do I even want to know?” I croaked.
“Do you want to exchange stories?” she countered coolly. “Your dock story for my bar stories?”
“God no!” I shook my head. I didn’t want to have that conversation. Ever. “Fuck, Roan always said you and Brady hooked—”
“Ironwood?” Martin frowned. “Nah, it was her and the bar owner.”
“You and Uncle Cil?” My brows shot up. “Mom!”
“What? It wasn’t like I was with your dad at the time!” she replied. “He was with some Lochlan pack woman. I was free to do who I wanted and I did!”
Her and Uncle Cil? In the bar? Jesus fuck, I needed to find a new bar to drink at. I shuddered head to toe. Never again. 
“I don’t want to talk about it. Ever.” I threw back a long swig of beer. There wasn’t enough beer in the bottle to deal with this new piece of information I didn’t want to have. 
“All right, gentlemen. I need to talk with my son,” Mom said in a very official manner. With an array of moans, groans, and grunts, the three of them got to their feet. Each took the opportunity to give Mom a huge hug. While I wanted to be mad that they hadn’t told me about their relationship with her, it was hard to be mad when it was obvious how much they cared about her. I had a good dozen or more questions I was determined to ask them later on. 
“Godspeed, boy.” George playfully saluted. “Listen to your mom. She knows her shit.” 
“Don’t think I’m done with you three,” I replied. “Cards and questions will happen.” 
“Maybe I’ll win a round or two against him,” Arnie commented as the three of them shuffled back inside. 
“Fat chance,” I muttered. 
“Arnie has never been good at cards.” Mom rolled her eyes as she sat down next to me. “But he’s good at making other people feel better about how crappy they are. It’s part of his charm.”
“Charm,” I scoffed. “I wouldn’t call that man charming.”
“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” she said. We sat in silence as she studied me. I didn’t have much to say so I took a quiet sip while staring right back at her. She raised a brow curious as she asked, “Cil says you’ve been here every day for six days. Drinking and moping.”
“I’m not moping,” I told her. I wasn’t. Not really. I was making plans, which was honestly more dangerous than moping. 
“But you are drinking.”
“Uncle Cil is blowing it out of proportion if he’s told you I’m drinking all day long,” I replied. I tipped my bottle in her direction. “I’ve had this one for the better part of four hours.”
“Want to tell me what’s going on in that handsome head of yours? And why you’re day drinking?” Mom asked. I did my best to not roll my eyes at her. It was obvious she didn’t believe me about my drinking not being a problem. It wasn’t. I was too focused on what I needed to do to deal with being drunk. “Sad? Mad? Guilty? Confused? Tell me what we’re dealing with and how I can help.”
“I’m not drinking because I’m confused or upset,” I told her softly. I smiled at her. Better to just rip the bandaid off than not. “My head’s never been more clear in my life. I’m just… sad I think. But I know this is the right choice for me. I’m leaving Cedar Harbor, Mom. My whole heart is in that room. My whole life is. Wherever she goes, I’m going with her. The pack won’t accept her, and I get it. I get why they wouldn’t. But I’m not leaving her, so I’m leaving the pack. I don’t know what I’ll do or how, but it doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is Raven. And you, but I can’t put you first this time.”
It was harder to say it out loud to her than it was to make the decision. Making the choice had been the easiest thing in the world. It wasn’t a question. Raven had my heart. She always would. I wasn’t sure how I’d get her to open the door, but I would. 
“I’d hope not.” Elbows on the table, she laced her fingers together and rested her head on them as she watched me. Her expression was unreadable. Not mad or disappointed. I just had no idea what it was. 
“You know, I’d be doing this if she was still human, right? The idea of moving to Florida is awful, but I would’ve done it for her. I can’t live without her.” I needed her to understand it wasn’t about Raven’s wolf. It was about her. Everything about her. I belonged with her. 
“I know,” she whispered. “I’m proud of you.”
“What?” I frowned. 
“I’m proud of you,” Mom repeated. “You’ve come a long way. Admittedly, I didn’t think you had it in you.”
“Had what?”
“The ability to put yourself and what you need first,” she said. “Just months ago, Declan, we were talking over pancakes while you agonized about trying to pick someone that would benefit the pack, not you. And now here we are with you thinking about leaving the pack.”
“Not thinking,” I corrected. “I plan to.” 
“You may change your mind on that.” There was a glint of something in her stormy eyes like she knew something I didn’t. Which she probably did because it was Mom. The woman was the definition of surprise some days. “You’ve never been more like your dad than you are right now.” 
“Really?”
“He struggled, too, you know.” She exhaled heavily. “Though, I don’t think he told anyone just how hard the whole thing was on him. It was pretty obvious early on that Cillian wasn’t going to stay, and Kieran was seemingly uninterested in all of it. At least when they were younger. Seamus did his best to compensate for them. He took all of that weight on himself. I think he worried if he made the wrong decision, he’d end up dooming the pack’s future.”
“Yeah.” Lips pressed tight together, I nodded. I wasn’t a stranger to that thought. 
“It took us a while to find our way to each other. But when we did, when it clicked for him. He was never more sure of himself. A lot like you right now.” Opening her purse, Mom set an envelope on the table and handed me a folded napkin. I took it, curious, but didn’t open it. “Go ahead. Look at it.”


I, Seamus Conor Byrne, don't give two shits what the fuck anyone says is right for the pack. Maeve Byrne is the best damn thing to ever happen to me, and I'd follow her anywhere, even if it means leaving the pack.




I grinned, chuckling slightly as I re-read the message. Just looking at it tugged on my heart. Had his handwriting always been chicken scratch? God, his handwriting was damn near illegible. 
“Maeve Byrne?” I glanced at her, and she smiled wide. 
“He was hopeful,” Mom told me with a small laugh. “He wasn’t wrong. I married him a week later. Not that we told anyone at the time.”
“You two eloped? I never knew that.” 
“We didn’t get married for anyone else but ourselves. We had a wedding later, so people would know, but he married me before the pack ever had a thing to say about it. Which leads to this envelope.” She handed me the other one. “Your dad wrote these. One for each of you after he had his first heart attack. He added them for your younger brothers as they came along.”
Oh. That weight settled heavily on my chest. I stared at my name on the envelope in his God-awful handwriting. There wasn’t a lot left of my dad. He hadn’t been the sentimental type. Most of the memories and such came from Mom looking out for us and keeping the memory of him alive for us. 
“Do you know what it says?” I asked quietly. 
“No. I never read any of them. Though, I imagine it’s short,” she admitted. “Your father was very to the point. He wasn’t one to mince his words.”
“Good to know.”
Heart heavy with unspoken emotions, I opened the letter. Tucked inside the letter was an old photograph, one I’d never seen before. It was of my dad on the pack house porch holding a baby. 
On the back was written, Seamus & Declan, two weeks old.



Declan, my oldest, my shadow,
I want to say I’m sorry that this is even a letter you’re receiving. It was my hope that I’d be there for all of you for as many stages of life as possible. Your grandpa died when I was young, and life just hit differently sometimes. I know that it does for you, too, now, and I’m sorry for that. 
Growing up, you were my shadow. Whatever I did, you did too. It started with silly things—what I said, how I stood, and so on. Your mom said it meant I was doing a good job because you wanted to grow up to be like me. As you got older, I realized just how much like me you are. You bear the weight of the world on your shoulders—even now. You’re six as I’m writing this. I’m fresh home from the hospital, your mom is pregnant, and you’ve taken it upon yourself to be the rock of the family. Your mom and I don’t have a chance to take care of Killian before you’ve already done it. 
The thing of it is, Declan, I hope you learn that you shouldn’t be like me. The weight of the world is a miserable thing to bear. I suspect you’re going to have to learn that the hard way. 
What I can offer you is this piece of advice: put yourself and your family first. 
I don’t mean your Mom. She’ll be just fine. She’s tough as they come. Tougher than you’ll ever know. She and your brothers will be just fine without you always taking care of them. 
Put yourself and the woman you’re about to ask to marry you first. Put the family the two of you will create together first. 
Whatever it takes. Don’t do what I did. Don’t put the expectations of others above what’s most important. The years I picked the pack and my duties over your mother will always be the years I regret. I should’ve had longer with her. I was in love with her for years before I decided to make her my priority. 
The pack will survive. The pack will endure. It is not going to be weaker because you put yourself and your family first. You are important for who you are, not for the value you offer others. I need you to remember that. 
Whatever you do, I hope you choose love. I hope you choose happiness. I hope you learn to put yourself first. 
							I love you.
							    Dad.






Looking away, I blew out a long breath. His words hit harder than I expected. I wasn’t the guy who cried, but shit, my eyes pricked as I thought about what he’d written. What I wouldn’t give for him to be there to tell me rather than in a letter. 
I cleared my throat, determined to hold my shit together. I set the letter aside and tipped over the envelope, letting the object inside fall into my hand. A delicate engagement ring shimmered in the palm of my hand. My eyes snapped to Mom with confusion. 
“I don’t think it’s premature,” Mom said softly. “You wouldn’t be doing what you’re doing for her if it was. Your dad and I had one made for each of you. He bought me a diamond necklace when we eloped. We dismantled the necklace and turned it into custom rings for each of you boys.” 
“Thank you,” I whispered. I closed my hand around the ring, holding it tight. Oddly enough, for as emotional as all of this was, it felt right. I didn’t feel lost for the first time in a very long time. “You’re not mad I’m leaving?” 
“Honey, all I’ve ever wanted was for you to be happy. I know I’ve pushed you and Sam hard about pack duties, but I’ve also tried very hard to make sure you make those choices for you. It’s one thing to be forced to leave because you didn’t make a choice. It’s another to watch you walk away for you and her. This… this I know will make you happy.” 
“I love you.  You know you’re not losing me forever, right?” 
“No, I’m gaining a daughter instead.” She smiled. “But I want you to do something for me”
“What?” 
“I want you to keep an open mind,” Mom replied. To what? “I know you, Declan. You tend to make up your mind and then you dig your heels in. Your brothers want to talk to you about something, but I want you to keep an open mind, okay?” 
“My brothers?” I frowned. She nodded toward the bar door. 
“I know you lot are standing there just waiting. Just get out here already,” she called out, glancing over her shoulder. Sure enough, Sam, Lucas, Finn, and Nolan filed out of the bar. I sighed. I didn’t need the puppy brigade. I also didn’t want to fight with them, and I sure as hell wasn’t ready to tell them I planned to leave for good. 
Interestingly enough, Uncle Cil trailed behind them. The grin on his face was ridiculously wide. I didn’t blame him. He’d never met my brothers. Ever. He’d moved away from Cedar Harbor before any of us were born. 
“If you were going to day drink, you could’ve at least called us,” Sam teased. He flopped down in the chair next to me as they all made themselves comfortable. “You know we’re good for that kind of thing.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind for the next time,” I muttered. There was no pretending that they hadn’t heard. They’d probably heard most of the conversation. “What’re you doing here?”
“We’re here to bring you home,” he said. Just as I thought. 
“Sam,” I began with a sigh. “I’ve made my choice—”
“Just hear us out,” Lucas cut in. 
“Which one of us is telling him?” Finn asked under his breath. I smiled, unable to help it. These fuckers.
“I vote Sam,” Nolan whispered.
“Why me?” Sam shot back.
“You’re the oldest,” Finn, Nolan, and Lucas answered simultaneously. I chuckled.
“Boys,” Mom said over them. 
“They remind me of us,” Uncle Cil murmured, leaning closer to Mom. His shoulder bumped hers, and she rolled her eyes.
“You have no idea. Every day of their lives has been like this. And there are more of them! With the three of you, it wasn’t so bad.” 
“I don’t know.” He laughed. “We got into some shit in our day.”
“I’m the oldest,” I reminded my brothers.
“You don’t count.” Lucas waved me off. “You don’t know shit.”
“Fine!” Sam replied loudly. “I’ll do it.”
“Just tell me what the hell is going on?” I asked. It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy the banter and chaos with my brothers, but I wanted the conversation to go somewhere.
“As of four days ago, we’ve officially taken our place in the pack,” Sam told me. I sighed. Fuck. That fact alone would make this harder. When I opened my mouth to say something, he shook his head. “Mom’s council has officially been dissolved, and Mom has stepped down.”
“While that’s great, it doesn’t change anything for me,” I replied. “It doesn’t change—”
“Shut up, Declan,” Lucas snapped, irritated.
“The first thing we did was propose a change to pack law,” Sam continued. They what? My eyes widened. “A few laws are archaic and just plain stupid. They needed to be updated.”
“What laws?” I asked.
“Each Byrne generation still has to get married and have kids, and the pack still needs to approve of our partners,” he explained. “But the time frame is gone. Who the fuck cares if we have kids later in life. That’s punishment enough. Shit, my knees hate me now. I can’t imagine chasing toddlers in my late forties.”
“Try waking up at all hours of the night with infants when you’re pushing fifty,” Uncle Cil replied knowingly. “They don’t make enough coffee for that.”
“Exactly!” Sam slapped the table. “That’s my point! Anyway, time can’t be held against us. Secondly, if the pack doesn’t approve or if we choose to not have kids, we can no longer be exiled from Cedar Harbor.”
“What?” My heart hammered harder in my chest. Had I heard them wrong? Had they managed to do what I thought? 
“We simply have to step down from our position in the pack,” he said. He looked at Uncle Cil. “And that rule is retroactive and effective three days ago because as I hear it, there are two more Byrnes that should’ve had the support of a pack growing up. Who have a place leading our pack, but the rules worked against their father.”
“Wait, are you saying…” Uncle Cil’s voice caught in his throat, thick with emotion. Mom took his hand and squeezed. 
“You and your family are welcome in Cedar Harbor any time you want,” Sam told him. “You belong with family. Your girls belong alongside us if they want it.”
“Oh.” He ran a hand over his face and swallowed hard.
“And you belong in Cedar Harbor,” he continued. His gaze caught mine. “You and Raven both belong in Cedar Harbor.”
“How the hell did you four manage to pull that off?” I asked.
“Eh, it was nothing.” Sam shrugged. “The pack had the same thoughts.”
“He gave quite a convincing speech,” Mom added with a proud smile. “You should’ve heard him.”
“How many of you have been helped by Declan? How many times has Declan given up his time and resources to make sure you were taken of?” Finn mimicked Sam's voice as he recited the speech. Sam smacked him on the shoulder.
“Pack is about family.” Lucas pushed back his chair so Sam couldn’t reach him. “Dec has gone out of his way to make every one of us his family. And when he needs his family most, are you really going to abandon him over a stupid rule?”
“Stupid fucking rule,” Finn corrected with a grin. 
“He’s given everything to this pack. It’s time we do something for him. He’s the very best of us,” Nolan finished. “That last part was my favorite.”
“And when Mom threw a marshmallow at him every time he swore,” Lucas said, and I chuckled. “It was a lot of marshmallows.” 
I stared at Sam, struggling to find the words to describe the emotions clogging my chest. He merely shrugged again as if reading my mind.
“You’d do the same for me,” Sam told me. 
“Thank you,” I murmured. Unfortunately, that didn’t change the little bits of information I’d managed to gather from my network over the past few days. “But that doesn’t change anything. The Lochlans are ruthless, and from what I understand, Reid is as unhinged as they come. He’s pissed as all fuck that Raven killed his brother. He hasn’t figured out where Raven is. God only knows how the hell she’s managed to avoid that. But he might. And if he does, we can’t afford to have the Lochlan pack come down on us. We’re too small. We can’t protect her, and it’s not fair to our pack to have to try.”
“We thought you might say that.” Finn grinned. “But we know all that—”
“And more,” Nolan interjected.
“We have our own network, Dec,” Sam said. “And we already have a solution.”
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“This would’ve worked so much better if he’d shown up just as I finished that sentence,” Sam commented as he leaned back in his chair to try looking over the patio fence. We’d been sitting there for the better part of ten minutes after his grand announcement that they had a solution. 
And nothing was happening. 
“Do you want to just tell me what’s going on?” I asked, but he sighed. I knew this wasn’t going anywhere fast. 
“Fuck it!” Sam exclaimed and slammed his hands to the table as he got to his feet. “I’ll go call him. The dumbass.”
“I’m not that late!” Killian shot back loudly. The door flew open, bouncing off the wall and damn near hitting him in the face as it flew back at him. I snorted as I laughed. “That wasn’t the dramatic entrance I was hoping for.” 
“No, but it was funnier,” I said. “What are you doing here?”
“I come bearing presents,” he replied with a grin. 
“Ah, fucker thinks I’m a present,” Roan commented. “Move your ass, Byrne. The rest of us want out of this hallway.”
The rest? Who the hell was with him? As Killian moved to hold the door open, we all got out of our chairs. 
The first through the door behind Roan was his older brother, Maverick, who was the complete opposite of Roan. Dark hair fell in loose curls around the base of his neck and a heavy beard covered the bottom half of his face. He was tall and broad with tattoos covering his arms, peeking out under the collar of his t-shirt, and I knew his legs and torso were covered as well. Only his vivid blue eyes were any indication of his relationship with Roan. 
Behind him was Axel, the youngest of the Ironwoods. Tall and lean with sweeping dark hair, he looked more like Maverick than Roan—if Maverick had any style that wasn’t whatever he found on the floor to wear. The kid had his own set of tattoos coupled with piercings, probably more than I wanted to know about. The touch of beard on his face helped fight the baby-face look. I hadn’t seen him in years. Instead of sticking around in Washington, he’d taken time off to travel. 
“Shit, kid,” I said, taking Axel’s hand in a firm shake. “It’s been a hot minute since I’ve seen you. You filled out.” 
“Please, the kid looks like a fucking model,” Maverick retorted with a laugh. “He came home fancy.”
“You’re just jealous that I’m the best-looking one of us,” Axel told him, his grin cocky. 
Next through the door was Cole Stone. He was older than me by almost a good fifteen years. It was evident from the touch of gray in his dark hair at his temples and scattered throughout his beard. The man was tough as stone. No pun intended. He’d been through more shit than anyone I knew, but it hadn’t damaged his positive attitude or good nature. 
Behind him was his much-younger sister, Alice, who—if I was being honest—sort of scared the shit out of me. If a fight ever broke out in a bar, I was sticking with Alice. The woman was a walking piece of art with intricate tattoos that covered her head-to-toe, purple ombre hair, and piercings in places I wasn’t sure piercings were supposed to go. How many piercings could an ear really handle? Even her clothes screamed badass from her leather jacket to her heeled boots. 
“Do you know how to stay out of trouble, boy?” Cole asked teasingly, his voice thick with a Southern accent. 
“Please,” Alice scoffed. While she had the same accent, it was somehow lighter with her. “Declan Byrne wouldn’t know the meanin’ of trouble if it hit him in the face.”
“I think that’s a compliment,” I said with a slight frown while shaking the hand Cole held out as he laughed. 
“Want to fight about it?” she shot back playfully as she clicked her tongue piercing to her teeth. And yeah, she wanted to fight me. The not-so-joking joke came from one very long weekend of drinking in Colorado. There were still bets on who would win if she and I got into a fight. Everyone was betting on her, including me.  I had a good foot over her height-wise and at least a hundred pounds on her, and she’d still kick my ass. I knew that for a fact.
“Maybe next time,” I told her. That was a big fat no. 
“I’ll go get some more chairs and keep the rest of the bar out of here,” Uncle Cil murmured as he slipped past me. 
“Thanks,” I said.
“You boys tell me if you need anything, okay?” he replied, and I nodded. 
“Do you know how hard it is to organize wolves?” Killian demanded. Hands shoved in his pockets, he offered a crooked grin as he came to stand next to me. 
“Do you want to tell me why we’re organizing wolves?” I asked.
“Not yet,” Sam yelled from where he was moving chairs. Damn it. I wanted to know. 
It turned into musical chairs for a solid five minutes as we added chairs and tried to figure out where to sit so that Axel and Alice were nowhere near one another. They hated each other. Why? None of us knew. The rivalry between them was so bad that the two of them couldn’t be in the same remote location without shit hitting the fan. We were all tempting fate with them just being on opposite ends of the table from one another. 
At the end of all the chaos, the table wasn’t big enough for all of us, but we still made it work. I was crammed between Killian and Sam.
“So, now you want to tell me what’s going on?” I asked yet again. 
“John Baker ain’t got time to leave the ranch on such short notice,” Cole said. “But he sends his regards and tosses in his support where we need it.”
The Baker pack was involved too? 
“Support in for what?” I frowned.
“For taking a stand against the Lochlans,” Sam told me. 
“The fact is that the Lochlans have been changing humans for too long,” Maverick stated. “It’s honestly been a little easier to sit around and not think about them because we don’t see them.”
“Until now,” Alice said. “What they did to Raven ain’t new, sure, but we ain’t had to deal with the fallout. I ain’t ever thought about it. I don’t like them, but I don’t think about them.”
“She didn’t deserve what they did,” Sam agreed. “But she also doesn’t deserve to lose her home because of it.”
“So, we’re throwin’ all our cards on the table here, kid,” Cole said. “All of us against them. The Lochlans. We’re goin’ to extend the protection of all our packs to her. Bakers included.”
“We’re making her an Ironwood,” Roan replied. 
“And a Stone,” Alice chimed in. “And a Baker.”
“And a Byrne, but making her one of us is on you,” Lucas said. 
“I can’t ask you to do that for me—”
“We ain’t doin’ it for you, Declan,” Cole interrupted. “We’re doin’ it for that girl. We have to take a stand somewhere. She’ll be protected. Bea offered to do her tattoo, put our pack insignias on her, so wherever the hell she goes, she’s protected.”
I opened my mouth to say something but no words came out. They left me speechless. 
“I know it’s not perfect,” Sam continued. “And it leaves a lot of questions and a lot of worrying about her safety, but if anyone comes for her over what happened, it won’t be just the Byrnes standing between her and them.”
“And y’all are always welcome in Colorado,” Cole said.
“She can always come stay with me,” Roan teased. He tossed me a wink, and a deep growl emanated from my chest. There was no stopping it. It irked the hell out of me when he did that shit.
“Down, boy.” Maverick laughed. “I’ll keep him away if I have to.” 
“If we have to, we’ll move her between pack houses,” Cole stated. “It ain’t a perfect solution, but it’s better than nothin’.”
“I can’t do that to all of you,” I said. “We’re not talking about a few months here. We’re talking about a lifetime of protecting her.”
“And we’re good for that, Declan,” Maverick assured me. 
“That ain’t an issue,” Alice chimed in. “It ain’t fair to her. That’s the only real issue any of us are worryin’ about here.” 
“I may have a solution to the lifetime part,” Killian said. All eyes turned on him. He cleared his throat as he sat a little taller. “I brought someone here who’d like the chance to talk to all of you.”
“Who?” Cole demanded. 
“The only thing I’m asking is to keep an open mind,” he continued. From the looks on the faces around the table, no one was thrilled. “Or just brood and scowl. That works too. I’ll be right back.”
“Do we know who he brought with him?” Finn leaned over to Sam despite talking loud enough for everyone to hear. 
“I’d be real inclined to know what the hell he’s gettin’ us into,” Cole snapped.
“You can trust, Killian,” Mom spoke up for the first time all night. “If he did something, he thought it through. I can promise you that.” 
I was inclined to agree. Killian wasn’t about to fuck with another pack. Still, the energy around the table was tense as we waited for him to come back. All eyes watched the door with too much interest. 
“Open minds,” Killian repeated as he came through the door. He blocked the entrance with his body as he spoke. “She hit me with her car in Chicago about a year ago.”
“Excuse me!” Mom exclaimed. 
“Stop that.” He waved her off. Oh, shit. The look on her face was not happy. Roan ducked his head, trying not to laugh out loud. Maverick and Axel pointedly looked in different directions. Our summers growing up had included a lot of back and forth between the Byrne and the Ironwood pack houses. And Mom never held back with the Ironwoods. They knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of that look as much as I did. “It was technically my fault. Anyway, long story short, she saw my tattoo at the hospital—”
“Hospital?” Mom interrupted loudly. 
“I’m fine. Again, my fault,” Killian dismissed. “She approached me to discuss a few things. Important things. I think you’ll find what she has to say very interesting.” 
“Or you could just let me in to do the talking,” a woman chimed in behind him. A subtle accent laced her voice, something soft and European. Irish maybe? I couldn’t tell. Killian stepped aside and let her through. She was a petite thing with thick ginger hair, a face full of freckles, and mossy green eyes. Her shoulders were set back strong while she held her chin high. She was clearly expecting backlash for her presence. 
And why wouldn’t she? 
Isla Lochlan wasn’t welcome at our table. 
I recognized her from several of Raven’s pictures. Though in those, she was light and airy, happy and aloof. Here and now, she was steeling for a fight. One she wouldn’t win if it happened. There were more of us than any single wolf could handle. Whatever the hell she had to say, it had to be important. 
The silence on the patio was deafening as Isla squared off and waited for our reaction. 
“What the hell are you doin’ bringin’ one of them here?” Cole snarled. 
“I want to hear her out,” I said loudly before anyone could say anything. I was aware of the eyes that turned on me, but I never looked away from Isla. “It has to be pretty damn important for her to risk coming here.”
“Thank you,” she replied.
“Don’t thank me,” I told her. “Just make sure whatever you have to say is damn good.” 
Killian moved back to his chair, but Isla remained rooted in her spot. There wasn’t room at the table, and it didn’t look like anyone planned to make it for her. At least, not until Nolan stood. He pulled out his chair. 
“Here,” he offered with a small smile. “Take mine. I can stand.”
“Are you sure? I don’t want to put you out,” Isla said. 
“I insist.” He backed away from his spot. Smart boy. It put Isla between Sam and Mom. She’d be safer there. Nolan took up a spot right behind her. Unfortunately, it put her right across from Maverick, who wasn’t as kind. 
“Talk,” Maverick ordered with a vibrating growl in his voice. “Clock is ticking. You have five minutes before we decide if you should be here.”
“Then I’ll make it quick,” she shot back coolly. “As you know, the Lochlan pack is run on an alpha system. My father is in charge of the pack across all three locations. His word is law.”
“We’re aware,” Alice stated. “You ain’t sayin’ nothin’ we don’t know.”
“My father won’t be alpha forever. With Liam… gone.” Isla swallowed hard and pushed out a slow breath. 
“With Liam dead, Reid is the only option left for alpha,” I finished for her. “We know. Only men can be alpha in your pack.” 
A crappy rule that left me worrying about what would happen to Raven if Reid found her when he became alpha. 
“I have a way to undermine Reid’s transition to becoming alpha,” she told us, her gaze slipping around the table. “There’s a third party I represent who can and will be taking over the pack when the time is right. This someone has an interest in redefining pack law and would like to begin mending the relationships between the Lochlans and other packs.”
“Why ain’t he here doin’ the talking?” Cole asked. 
“Because he’s high profile. And if you’re not interested, he won’t risk his public image by showing up here,” Isla explained. Well, then. I wanted to know who she was talking about, even if just for the sake of curiosity. “More than anyone, he hates the way the Lochlan pack is run and believes humans should be protected. He’s interested in getting to know all of you and would like to spend time with all of your packs.”
“Why?” I cut in. “Why does he hate the way your father runs the pack? Saying it is one thing, but the why is important.” 
“My father had an affair with his secretary,” she said. “When his secretary told him she was pregnant, he gave her a few million dollars and told her he wanted nothing to do with the baby. He sent her on her way, but not before he bit her and turned her into one of us. He told her that way she’d have all the resources she’d need to raise his kid.” 
“Shit.” Axel whistled. “Your old man is a piece of shit.”
“You have no idea.” Isla sat a little taller and tucked her hair behind her ears. “The thing is, that baby was a boy.”
“Was he born before or after Reid?” I asked quickly. If she’d had a son…
“Before. So, by pack law, he’ll be the next alpha.” She smiled slightly. Secret baby. Secret alpha. My head was spinning. Jesus fuck, this was a soap opera in the making. “When he’s alpha, he intends to change pack law to enforce the protection of humans.”
“And he could protect Raven from Reid,” Killian said. “No running. No total pack protection needed. You could breathe easier.” 
“This could be the start of a positive relationship with the Lochlans,” Mom announced over the growing murmurs spreading around the table. “While I don’t have any real standing anymore, I think you’d be idiots not to hear him out.” 
“I agree.” Cole nodded. He may have agreed, but he wasn’t happy about it.
“Believe me, I was skeptical,” Killian told us. “But he’s the real deal. If there was ever a chance to fix the shit with the Lochlans, this is it.” 
“Fine,” I replied. “When can we meet him?”
“He’s in the parking lot.” Isla removed her phone from her purse and sent a quick text message. “He didn’t want to be far away in case you agreed to speak to us.”
“What would you have done if we didn’t want you here, little wolf?” Maverick asked, his head cocking to the side as he studied her. 
“I never thought about it.” She shrugged. “Truthfully, I can’t stop thinking about Raven since she called me.”
“She called you?” I replied, and she nodded sadly. 
“I had someone track her phone call. Imagine my surprise when I found she moved to Byrne territory. The woman has a knack for finding herself among wolves.”
That she did.
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Isla’s head turned to the door as a wild cheer erupted from inside the bar. She rolled her eyes. 
“I swear that man,” she muttered. 
“Who the hell is he?” Sam demanded. I wanted to know the same. You had to be pretty special to get that kind of reaction out of the patrons at Uncle Cil’s bar. It left me that guessing whoever he was, he had to be a well-known actor, musician, or athlete. 
“You’ll see,” Killian told him with a grin. 
A moment later, the door opened and my jaw damn near hit the floor. Cade Locke, former starting pitcher for the Nationals waltzed in like he owned the place. Which truthfully, with what he did for baseball in Washington before getting traded to the White Sox, the man could do whatever the fuck he wanted. He was surprisingly at ease with a lazy grin on his face. Ashy blond hair stuck out from under his fitted cap turned backward on his head and blue-gray eyes didn’t match the smile on his face as he surveyed the lot of us on the patio. His slouch didn’t hide his broad, muscular frame. 
“Holy fuck, you’re Cade Locke,” Roan blurted out. The tension dissolved with the words as Maverick laughed at his brother, clapping him on the shoulder. Roan was a die-hard baseball fan. Always had been, always would be. “You’re a pitcher.”
“I’d hope so.” Cade chuckled. “If not, I’d start to wonder why they let me out on the mound. How are you doing?” 
“Good.” He nodded stupidly. God, I’d be hearing about this from Roan for months. “Good.”
“Jesus Christ,” I muttered. “Do you need a minute?” 
“No, I’m good,” Roan repeated. “I’m good.” 
“Yeah, we got that.” Once the initial surprise wore off, I was back to wanting answers. “You said you wanted to talk, so talk.”
“Direct, to the point. I’ve heard you’re like that,” Cade said. He crossed his arms and didn’t bother asking for a chair. “And yes, I know who all of you are. I’ve done my research. I just want to help.” 
“Why?” I asked. “Why now? Why do you care?”
“Because Raven’s my best friend,” he replied. I scowled. There was no way in hell I believed that. Taking out his phone, Cade rounded the table and set it in front of me. “Go ahead and see for yourself. I met her in college.”
I flipped through the pictures. There were dozens of him and Raven. Batting cages, lakes, art museums, dinners, brunches, sleepovers, pride parades, baseball games, and dance clubs. You name it, it was in there. There was an entire life laid out in pictures, things she’d never told me about. 
“Did you always know you were a Lochlan?” Mom took charge of the conversation, which was honestly probably the best idea. Out of any of us, she was best equipped for diplomacy. “Considering your history with your father.”
“There is no history with my father,” Cade told her. “My father wanted nothing to do with me or my mother. But my mother wasn’t an idiot. She kept everything documented and never touched the money he gave her. I grew up knowing who the Lochlans were, even if I wasn’t a part of it.”
“Did Liam and Raven know?” I held up the phone to him.
“Yes.”
“And do you know what he did to her?” 
“He didn’t do it,” Isla said. I stared at her. “Liam didn’t bite her. He wouldn’t do that to her.”
“How do you know?” I asked.
“Because he left the pack for her,” she replied quietly. There was a sadness in her tone as she spoke. “Liam really did love her. He couldn’t tell her what he was. He didn’t want to do that to her. She’s fragile. Raven’s been through a lot, and he didn’t want to put that on her.”
I understood that. Though, in my opinion, they were underestimating her ability to handle things. Raven was stronger than they gave her credit for. Maybe her husband’s death had made her that way, but I still firmly believed given time and space to process that she wasn’t too fragile to be included. 
“He wouldn’t bite her either. Instead, he announced he was leaving the pack to live a normal life with Raven.”
“What about kids?” Alice asked. “It would’ve come up.”
“He never told her that he had a vasectomy,” she explained. “He figured after a few years of not having kids, he’d suggest adoption instead. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than risking her.”
“If he didn’t bite her, then who did?” I replied. That was the burning question. We’d been working on the theory that her husband had. 
“Reid did. But he wasn’t planning on turning her,” Cade said. He let the sentiment hang in the air. He didn’t need to say it. Reid Lochlan had planned to kill her. “Reid always had an unnatural obsession with Liam’s life. He didn’t have anyone outside of Liam. Probably some weird twin thing. I don’t know. He didn’t handle the news of Liam leaving the pack well and decided that if Raven wasn’t in the picture, Liam wouldn’t leave.”
“Are you tellin’ me he tried to kill a human because he’s a jealous prick?” Cole demanded.
“Yeah, but prick is too nice a word for what Reid is,” he muttered. 
“Our pack justifies killing humans as exercising a wolf’s right to hunt,” Isla stated, her voice dripping with disgust. 
“Did she kill Liam?” I asked quietly. There was a tiny hope that we’d gotten that piece of information wrong too. For Raven’s sake. “Or is that something we got wrong too?” 
“No. That part is true,” Isla whispered. “When Liam realized she had wolf poisoning, he had her moved to their house for care. The hospital couldn’t do anything for her, and she wasn’t infectious. We watched her in shifts. Cade, Liam, and I.” 
“The first time she shifted, she nearly tore my arm off,” Cade chipped in. Join the fucking club. “It wasn’t my pitching arm but still.” 
“The second time, she got out of the house,” she continued. “I told him not to go after her, to let her go, but he thought he could get through to her. We lost her in the woods. We got separated from each other while trying to find her. By the time we got to Liam…”
Her voice hitched in her throat, and she looked away, blinking rapidly. A part of me felt bad for pushing them to relive it, but the other part of me didn’t care. After everything, they’d left Raven to handle this on her own. They’d abandoned her. 
“Why didn’t you help her?” I asked. “Why’d you just let her traipse around the world like nothing happened to her?”
“The night she… the night Liam…”
“The night Liam died was the last night she shifted,” Cade said for her. “We stayed with her in the weeks after while her body worked through the wolf poisoning, and after we had to lie to her about what happened to her husband. She never shifted. We thought maybe…”
“You thought maybe she wouldn’t shift anymore?” Maverick snapped. 
“That ain’t how that works, boy,” Cole stated. “You’re a goddamn idiot if you think it is.”
“She didn’t sleepwalk in that time, did she?” I cut in. Cade stopped pacing the length of the table to look at me. “She didn’t, did she?” 
“No,” he replied. 
“Oh, God,” Isla gasped. “Her wolf is tied to her sleepwalking, isn’t it?” 
“I’m sorry, she what?” Axel asked. 
“Raven sleepwalks,” I said. “It’s how she hasn’t realized she’s a wolf in the last year and a half. Her wolf comes out to protect her when she sleepwalks out of her house.” 
“That ain’t a real thing.” Cole shook his head.
“The first time I learned about it, she had sleepwalked right off the second-story balcony of her dorm room,” Cade told him. “Believe me, that girl has gotten into some crappy situations because she sleepwalks. Hard to believe it until you see it.” 
“There was a night she ended up in one of Declan’s neighbor’s yards,” Sam said. “They thought she was dead. It was a big thing around town.”
“Why’d you let her leave?” I asked. “Do you realize how dangerous she is like that? She attacked me and almost ripped my arm off.”
“Talk about relationship issues,” Axel joked. 
“Shut the fuck up, idiot,” Alice snapped. 
“Don’t you two start,” Maverick cut in when Axel opened his mouth to retaliate. 
“She also attacked two of our pack members,” I continued, doing my best to ignore them. “One lost his leg and has months of recovery ahead of him. The other is fine, but it could’ve been worse.”
“My father told us we couldn’t do anything. Our pack isn’t like yours. Break the rules and the consequences are severe if not fatal,” Isla explained. “He said what happens to Raven is up to Reid. It wasn’t so bad at first because Reid was grieving, but then he got angry. I’ve done well to keep her hidden from him. Bank accounts, travel, and so on. Sophia, his assistant, liked Raven and is more than happy to help taper his anger.” 
“And you?” I looked at Cade. “What the fuck is your excuse? You’re not a part of the pack.” 
“She wouldn’t answer the phone,” Cade said. “It’s not a great answer, and I should’ve tried harder. It wasn’t until the turn of the year that she started sending text messages again. They were just pictures and a small caption, and she didn’t reply when I tried to reach out.” 
“It’s only a matter of time before Reid finds her,” I replied. “How long before you’re alpha? What are you doing to lay the foundation in the meantime? You can’t just come in overnight and start changing things.”
“We did,” Lucas mumbled with a grin. I shot him a look, but I couldn’t stop the small smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. They sure as hell had.
“What you don’t realize is that most of the Lochlan pack doesn’t kill humans and don’t turn humans,” Cade told us. He picked up pacing again. “Those who do have a detrimental impact on our pack image because that’s what you focus on. Did you know that over the past hundred years, there have been multiple packs that have broken off of the Lochlans?” 
“Really?” Maverick leaned back in his seat. 
“Yes.” He nodded. “The Grymes out of North Carolina separated about a hundred years ago. There’s the Kellett pack in London, the Lawless pack in southern Tennessee, and the Walker pack in the New England area. They’re small packs and keep to themselves, but they live like you guys do in some variation. Peace with humans, keep the wolf secret, and no violence. The Lochlan pack has been falling apart for generations. It’s not sustainable with the current state of society. More of the Lochlan pack wants peace than wants violence. They just need a leader to get the rest of the pack under control.”
“And you can do that?” Cole asked with doubt in his voice. I felt it as well. While the information on new packs was surprising, it still left me wondering how the hell he expected to get the rest of the pack under control. Especially as an outsider. 
“Alpha law is final,” Cade said. “That’s how it is. Unfortunately, I’ll probably have to do some… unsavory things to make sure they understand I’m serious at times, but no humans will ever be in danger, and it’ll only be if absolutely necessary. I hope I can get the crazies under control without matching their level of violence.”
“But will you?” Cole pressed. “Will you if you need to? If you ain’t got the balls to wreck a wolf, kid, you ain’t goin’ to last long.”
“Believe me, I can handle it,” he replied with a growl. Something dark passed through his eyes. Something dark enough to tell me the man was dangerous. “All I need to know is if you’re in. Or did I waste my time here? We have the chance for a better future for all packs, but I’m not jumping through hoops if no one here is in.”
Murmurs spread like wildfire through the table as the different packs talked among themselves. My brothers looked to me for my thoughts, and I shrugged. 
“I’m in,” I whispered. “But I’ll do whatever it takes to protect Raven. If this guy could stop Reid and get the whole damn pack in line as well, I don’t see what the issue is.”
“I think we’d be stupid not to,” Finn said. 
“Agreed.” Lucas nodded.
“And you?” I asked, glancing at Killian. “Do you want to weigh in? Or do you want to talk to Roan as a part of the Ironwoods?” 
I hated that I even had to ask the question, but I honestly didn’t know what pack he belonged to anymore. If he planned to spend all his time with the Ironwoods, it make more sense for him to discuss it with them. 
“I’m coming home, Declan,” Killian told me quietly. My eyes widened, and I heard the tiny gasp Mom let out. He was? “I have a few things I need to get in order first. A few jobs to wrap up and such, but I’m coming home. I’m aiming to be back around the Fall Games.” 
The Fall Games was an annual event we held with Ironwoods and Stones. Three no-stakes competitions, one held at each pack’s house. It was loud, chaotic, and drinking fun between all three packs. Complete with a fuck ton of shit-talking and one pack claiming the proverbial best wolf title. I rarely went to the shit at the Stone and Ironwood pack houses. I couldn’t take off work for that long, but I always showed up for the Byrne chaos.
“Do you think you’re ready for that?” I replied. Just from what little he’d shared on his last visit, his struggle had been intense. 
“I’ll be two years sober at that point,” he said. “As for Ginny… I have to deal with all that anyway. Cedar Harbor is my home. It’s time I come home.”
“I’m going to throw you a party!” Mom exclaimed. 
“No, you’re not.” Killian shook his head rapidly. We laughed.
“This is what you get for announcing that shit,” Sam commented. 
“I’m just going to show up one day and never leave,” he retorted. “No telling anyone when I’m coming back.”
“Don’t you dare,” Mom said, her eyes narrowing. “I’m allowed to celebrate my baby boy coming home.”
“You hear that? She’s allowed to celebrate her baby boy coming home,” I teased. There was no way in hell Killian would come home and we wouldn’t be celebrating. 
“And am I going to be celebrating my oldest son getting the girl?” Mom asked as she turned on me. Fuck, all eyes turned on me. And by all, I meant every single damn person at the table. 
“Before that,” Cade interrupted, “what are we doing here?” 
God, there was so much going on at once. I stared around the table with an immense amount of gratitude holding my chest in a vice grip. Even without Cade and Isla’s overthrow-the-Lochlans plan, the rest of them were ready to put a lot on the line for Raven. That meant more than I had words for. 
The only thing I had left to do was get her to open the door. 
I only gave a damn about one thing.
Pushing out of my chair, I rounded the table without a word and left. My brothers could handle the logistics of everything else. Me? I was going to ask a girl to marry me. 
Or get kicked in the balls again. 
It was really up in the air how this would go.
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“Raven!” Declan’s voice called through the door. He didn’t knock, and I didn’t answer. Just the sound of his voice incited a new round of tears I wasn’t ready for. “Raven! Please, open the door, honey.” 
I didn’t move from my spot between the beds. Even without him talking, I could hear him breathing. I could hear his heart beating. Closing my eyes, I leaned into the sound as I wrapped his shirt tighter around me. My chest ached for him. I just couldn’t bring myself to open the door. I was frozen in my spot. I had been for days. Where did I go from here? 
“Please, Raven,” he said quieter. “I’m not going anywhere this time. I’m staying right here until you open the door.” 
A quiet sob clogged my throat.
“Did you know, Mrs. Ward thinks I have stalker issues,” Declan continued causally. I let out a wet laugh. Of course, she did. The woman only got battier every day. “I’m definitely out here proving her right. You know, if I get arrested, it’ll be a first for me. So, there’s that. Is bail expensive?”
“Good Lord,” I muttered between soft sobs. My voice was raw and barely recognizable. 
“I heard that,” he replied. That didn’t surprise me. I dug my teeth into my lip to stifle a scoff. I listened to the heavy sigh he let out. “Please, honey, don’t close me out. I can’t fix this, but I can help.” 
I didn’t say a word. I wasn’t sure I could open the door. 
“Please, Raven. Tell me what you need, and I’ll give it to you.”
What I needed? What the hell did I need?
Answers.
Sleep.
More answers.
More sleep.
Even more answers. 
And then even more sleep.
I was so goddamn tired. Wrapping my arms around my knees, I pulled them closer as I hid my head. I couldn’t keep going on like this. 
I felt so alone. 
Except for the thing inside me that I didn’t know what to do about. 
How did I make it go away?
Could I make it go away?
There was only way I’d find reprieve. Only one way I’d get answers. 
I had to let him in.
“I’m scared,” I whispered.
“I know, honey,” Declan said. “I can’t… if I could take it all away, I would. I can’t fix it, but I can give you answers. I’ll sit right out here and tell you everything if that’s what’ll get you to open the door. I’m not walking away this time, Raven. Mrs. Ward will have to have my ass arrested to make me leave.”
She’d do it too.
“It’s open,” I told him. “Unlocked, I mean.”
“Why is the door unlocked?” he demanded.
“It’s broken. Mrs. Ward said she’ll put it in her budget to fix next year.” 
“Jesus fuck,” he grumbled. I watched as the door knob turned and he let himself in quietly. When his boots hit the plastic, I waited for the commentary, but he said nothing. Instead, he slipped off his boots and padded over the tarps. “Want to get up on the bed and talk to me?”
I shook my head. 
“Okay,” he said. With a small groan, he lowered to the floor and wedged his broad frame between the two beds. He looked ridiculous, but I knew he wouldn’t complain once. As his palm came to rest on my calf, I hid my face in my arms again. 
Just his presence shifted the atmosphere in the room. He radiated warmth and comfort. It blasted through what little barriers I had managed to build back up. Tears came silently while my chest heaved. 
“I’m here,” Declan told me softly. He smoothed my hair in tender strokes. “I’m here.”
“I don’t want to be this way,” I managed to say. “I don’t… I don’t want this thing in my head. It’s so… loud.”
“I know. It’s always like that. That’s your wolf making itself known. I can help you with that. I can help you connect with it,” he said, and I groaned. I didn’t want that. “I know, honey, I know. But it’s not going anywhere. It’s not going away.”
More tears fell. How the hell did I still have anything left in me to cry with? 
“Do you really have answers?” I asked hoarsely. 
“I do.” His hand slid up my leg and found mine, his fingers entwining with mine. He squeezed tight. “It won’t be easy.”
“I want to know.”  
“Okay. I’ll tell you everything.” 
And he did. 
He told me about how much Liam loved me, about how he’d left the Lochlan pack to be with me. How I was never supposed to find out about wolves.
He told me about Reid’s jealousy. Though, that wasn’t a surprise. It was an issue we’d dealt with for years. 
He told me about how Reid had attacked me with the intent to kill me, not turn me. That hurt. 
And scared the shit out of me. 
Declan was honest with me and gave me everything he had about the night Liam died. How it was the second time I’d shifted, how Cade and Isla tried to keep Liam from going after me, and how they’d been too late to stop my wolf from reacting defensively against Liam’s attempts to get through to me. 
That was the hardest to hear. I wasn’t sure how I’d bear that knowledge for the rest of my life. 
Declan stopped as I broke down sobbing and pulled me in his lap. I let him, sinking into the comfort of his body. It was better than crying alone. 
When I was calm and ready for him to continue, he told me about Reid’s need for revenge, about my father-in-law permitting him to do whatever he wanted to in retaliation, and about how hard Isla had been working to keep me hidden. He was honest about the level of power Reid had and how big his pack was. 
He told me about how the packs—the Byrnes, the Ironwoods, the Stones, and the Bakers—were all stepping up to protect me. Each one of the packs was taking me on as a member. It’d never been done before, but they were tired of the Lochlan behavior, and they weren’t going to back down. 
It was surreal. And I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. But the alternative wasn’t any better if I was honest with myself. 
And then he told me about Cade and his plan to undermine Reid’s transition to pack alpha. 
“Cade was here?” I asked, my head popping off his shoulder. He nodded. 
“He’s still across the street at the bar if you want to go see him,” Declan said. I shook my head and settled back on his shoulder. I didn’t want to see anyone. He smoothed down my hair, and I felt the faint kiss he pressed to the crown of my head. 
He detailed the effort Cade had been putting in with getting to know the members of the Lochlan packs and the members who had left to create their own packs. He told me how Cade planned to change the way the Lochlan pack worked and make it so humans were protected. He talked about how Cade wanted to repair the relationships between packs. 
That sounded like something Cade would do. He’d always been ambitious. 
And then he told me the worst part of it all: how some part of me would always be dangerous because of how my wolf was tied to my sleepwalking. It left me unpredictable and dangerous. Not me. My wolf. He was very adamant to make sure I knew the difference. 
“It doesn’t feel like there’s a difference,” I muttered into his neck. 
“Do you blame Jonah for what happened to you?” Declan asked quietly. “At dinner?” 
“No. But he’s a kid. I’m not.”
“You’re not, but your situation with your wolf is no different than a pup who needs to learn control.”
“But I can’t learn to control it!” I exclaimed as I pushed back to stare at him. His kind expression would be my undoing. 
“No, but I’ve been thinking a lot about what we can do to help mitigate the situation,” he replied. “It’s not hopeless, Raven. And you’re not responsible for what happens when you’re asleep and your wolf takes over.” 
“It feels hopeless,” I admitted. His fingers brushed over my temple, and I leaned into his hand. This comfort… I needed it. I needed him. “I feel so alone.”
“Marry me,” he said. I stared into those dark eyes, searching for some kind of sign that he was kidding. He had to be kidding. Right? 
After the way I’d talked to him, the way I’d run out on him twice, there was no way this man wanted to marry me. We hadn’t even been together that long. He couldn’t possibly know that he wanted to marry me.
“You’re only asking because I’m… a wolf now,” I whispered. A handsome smile broke his serious expression as he shook his head.
“No, I’m not,” Declan replied. “I’m asking you because every time I tell myself this is it, I can’t possibly love you more… I wake up the next day to fall even further. I’m asking because the world stops the minute I look at you like nothing else matters. I’m asking because that smile of yours makes me weak in the knees every time. I’m asking because you make my life better just by existing. I’m asking because it doesn’t matter if it’s now or fifty years from now, I’m never going to stop loving you. 
“I’m asking because you said you didn’t want me to give up everything for you. But I did. I gave up everything the minute I let you walk away, and I kept giving it up every minute after. You are my everything, Raven. You always will be. And I will spend every second of every day proving that to you.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a ring and held it between us. It was a perfect little diamond with an intricately designed golden band. “So, for the first time in my life, I don’t care what anyone expects of me. Not if it costs me you. I mean that today, I’ll mean that tomorrow, and I’ll keep meaning that every day for the rest of my life. So, I’m asking you, Raven Woods, will you marry me?”
A myriad of emotions clashed together inside me as my heart pounded rapidly in my chest. I touched his face. A face I could picture worn and weathered in fifty years with gray hair that only made his eyes stand out further. 
Fifty years with a man who made me a priority? Who made me feel safe? Who made me feel seen? Fifty years with a man who loved me so fiercely that it consumed me?
A lifetime with that man? 
I’d give that man two lifetimes if I could. 
I kissed him with every ounce of emotion and every word I couldn’t express. 
“I don’t know if that’s a yes,” he murmured against my lips. I kissed him again. And again. And again and again, until we were both breathless. 
“I’m so very broken, Declan,” I told him. I tipped my forehead against his with a sad sigh. He deserved more. He deserved better. I didn’t deserve a man as good as Declan. 
“One of the most sought-out art forms used in museums, churches, and homes around the world is stained glass,” Declan whispered. “And it’s nothing but broken pieces of glass put together to make something incredible that people stop in awe to stare at. You are incredible with all your little pieces, Raven, and I will always be in awe of you.” 
“You always know the right thing to say,” I said with a wet laugh. He kissed me again. 
“You make it easy, honey.” Another kiss, another sigh. “Even if you say no, please, don’t run away from me.”
“I’m so tired of running away,” I admitted. “I want to go home, Declan. With you. Forever.” 




CHAPTER 106

[image: image-placeholder]
DECLAN


Eight Weeks Later
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She gasped, arching off the bed as I assaulted her clit with my tongue. Her thighs trembled over my shoulders, and her fingers tugged on my hair. I watched her as I stared down the plane of her stomach, enjoying the flush that colored her creamy skin and the absolute look of pleasure on her face. My name fell off her lips like a prayer. 
“Come on, honey,” I encouraged, dipping one then two fingers inside her wet heat. Her muscles clamped down instantly, and I growled
“Dec… oh…” Raven’s words caught in her throat as I hummed against her clit. I fucking loved her like this. Lost in euphoria and unable to say my name. She was so fucking close. I curled my fingers against that sweet spot, and she came undone with a scream. I sank my teeth into her thigh, delighting in the sharp gasp she let out and the way she held me in place. 
“So fucking pretty.” I ran the flat of my tongue over the indents from my teeth before kissing my way up her body. She wiggled with anticipation, and her nails ran soft tracks over my skin. Fuck, that little thing she did sent waves of pleasure through my body. “Knees up, honey.”
Her knees hugged my rib cage as I repositioned her hips. Inch by inch, I watched as I buried myself inside her. I held myself there and pressed my thumb to her sensitive bud. Her hips moved against mine as she sought out more, but I pinned her to the bed. With torturously slow circles, I worked her clit. I took my time enjoying every little sound and every little move she made as I built her up all over again. Her nails dug into my arms, her head rolled back, and her eyes slid shut. The room filled with her moans and heavy panting. 
“Do you have any idea how fucking pretty you are?” I breathed out, my voice strained. It took everything I had to hold still. I moved my thumb faster. “With your cunt stretched around me? Fuck, I love you like this.”
“Please,” Raven begged. Her legs tightened as she tried to ride me. “Please, fuck me, baby.”
“Come on my cock, honey, and I’ll give you what you need,” I told her. Dipping down, I teased her pert nipple between my teeth, swirling and sucking in the way I knew she liked. A breathy whine was my reward, and I moved to the other side. 
Her body tensed up around mine. Her muscles rippled hard around my cock and dragged me deeper. I groaned at the sensation of her coming. Fuck, it was enough to make me lose my control. 
Bracing myself, I drove into her relentlessly. Her moans turned to screams with every thrust. I sank my teeth into her neck, my tongue laying flat over her racing pulse. That delicate feeling fed the animal in me. A dark growl ripped out of my chest as I fucked her harder. Heat coiled down my spine. 
She was a hot, wet mess underneath me. Writhing and begging for more. 
Harder. 
Faster. 
Don’t stop. 
My balls drew up. I was right there, and she was teetering with me. 
And then a fucking horn went off in our goddamn driveway, and I lost it. 
And it kept fucking going off. 
“What the fuck?” I breathed out. Raven whimpered as I pulled out long enough to glance around the curtain. Roan’s truck was parked outside her studio. “Fuck, he’s stupid early.” 
In my absence, Raven’s fingers fell to her clit. She moaned and gasped as she gave herself the orgasm I’d denied her while trying to figure out who the hell was outside. That wouldn’t do.
“That’s my job,” I told her roughly. Pushing her knees apart, I sank back into her. 
“You weren’t doing your job,” Raven teased in a whisper. She could talk, which meant I wasn’t doing my job well enough. Grabbing her hips, I tipped them upwards to hit that angle guaranteed to make her squeal. Every fast stroke of my cock hit that spot. I felt it move through her body as she became more desperate. Her nails clawing my skin, her teeth grazing my skin, her chest rising and falling with panting breaths. 
When she bit her lower lip hard, I realized she was trying to keep quiet so Roan wouldn’t hear us outside. 
“Don’t you dare hold back on me now,” I ordered and nipped hard at her shoulder.
“But Roan—”
“Is forty-five fucking minutes early,” I interrupted. “That’s his own damn fault if he hears me fuck you.”
“But—”
“Raven.” I grabbed a fistful of hair and tugged her head back, making her look at me. Lust ignited in those whiskey eyes. My mouth crashed into hers as I thrust hard, bottoming out. I swallowed the moan she let out. “I’m not going to stop fucking this tight little cunt of yours because he’s here early, do you understand?”
I emphasized the statement with another powerful thrust. Her legs rode up higher on my sides, and her heels dug into my back. 
“Do you understand?” I asked. She nodded enthusiastically, her head rising off the bed as she kissed me. “Good girl.” 
Keeping my fist in her hair, I fucked her hard. Her mouth fell open with loud screams. A wildfire spread down my spine, stoked by the sound of my name falling off her lips in breathy pants. The way her muscles clamped down on my throbbing cock did me in. Two fast thrusts and I was done, jerking and coming hard inside her. Her body milked mine for all I was worth as she came with me. 
Breathing hard, my head fell to the curve of her neck. This was my favorite spot. Sweet orange and vanilla filled my lungs as I came down. Just the scent of her was its own kind of euphoria. Unable to help myself, I bit into her neck once more. 
“Yes,” Raven let out, melting further into the bed as I growled against her skin. My girl liked my teeth. 
My wife liked my teeth. 
We’d taken a page out of Mom’s book and secretly gotten married in Olympia on a day date. Eventually, we’d tell everyone else, but for now, it was just for us. We needed this. 
I didn’t give a fuck what anyone else said anyway. The way I saw it, I was done for the minute I met Raven. Nothing else mattered except her and me. 
How our story unfolded? Well, that was only something we could decide. 
“One more?” I asked as I kissed her neck. Her head tipped to the side with a content sigh. 
“No, I’m perfect for now,” she replied softly.
“You’re perfect always,” I countered as I pulled out. Grabbing her by the waist, I flipped her around so her ankles rested on the headboard. I kissed her once. “Keep those pretty ankles of yours up, honey. We want my cum to stay inside of you.” 
Raven smiled and lifted her hips as I set a pillow under them. That was the other thing we had decided to go for: having a baby. We were in full-charge-ahead mode with our lives. Maybe it’d be fast to some—and maybe in light of everything going on around us, it was for us too—but we stopped caring what other people might think. We’d had enough crappy turns along the way that we were taking life by the proverbial balls and doing what felt right for us. We’d talked about it at length, and we both knew we wanted this. 
“You realize this could take a while, right?” Raven said. “It could be months or years before I get pregnant.”
I hummed against her lips, grinning. 
“All I’m hearing is I get months and years of fucking you as much as possible.”
“It doesn’t work that way.”
“I know, you have a window in which you can get pregnant and all that,” I replied. “But I like to make sure I’m damn good at my job. Which means, I’m going to have to keep fucking you on the off days to make sure I stay in tip-top shape.”
“I love you.” Raven snorted as she laughed.
“Are you complaining about orgasms?” I asked. “I can stop—”
“No!” she interrupted fast. Grabbing my face, she dragged me in for a rough kiss. “Don’t you dare threaten my orgasms, Declan Byrne. You vowed to give me all the orgasms.”
I had. The judge hadn’t found me funny when I snuck that bit in. 
“Then we’ll keep practicing.” I grinned. “I’m going to get cleaned up and go talk to Roan.”
“Can I have my phone?” She stretched out her arm, wiggling her fingers toward the nightstand. “I want to study my notes again.”
“Don’t you think you’ve studied them enough?” I replied but did as she asked. 
“I just want to make sure I’m ready for today,” Raven whispered. The little nervous edge that appeared in her voice wasn’t lost on me. I brushed wild blonde hair away from her face and kissed her forehead. 
Today was the day she was being initiated into all four packs. We’d waited eight weeks to give her time to adjust and give us time to figure some shit out. Those eight weeks had been a whirlwind. I quit my job at the mill, and I took a sabbatical from my repair business. Unless shit hit the fan for a customer, I wasn’t available. I even gave my brothers leeway to step in for me if needed. With my direction, of course. 
Raven and I holed up in her house to make some much-needed changes to our lives. We started with a nighttime routine, one to help her insomnia and in turn—hopefully—help with her sleepwalking. It was a work in process, but we were trying.
When she did sleepwalk, I spent hours making friends with her wolf. While her wolf would always be a Wild One when she sleepwalked, that didn’t mean we couldn’t establish a relationship with it. 
The first thing we’d done was get a puppy. Yes, we got a puppy for her wolf. Holly was a six-month-old Golden Retriever and absolutely in love with Raven, both in human and wolf form. Surprisingly, her wolf responded well to the puppy. My goal was to work with Holly to help with things like notifying me when Raven sleepwalked and fetching her a blanket as well as having Holly bring Raven back inside. But the puppy was still a little too young to care besides getting big wolf snuggles or having someone to sleep with her. I’d take what I could get. 
Raven had started therapy with David upon returning to Cedar Harbor. They met for an hour twice a week at her insistence. She had a lot she wanted to work through, and thankfully, David was up for the challenge. All of her sessions were done in her studio, where she painted her feelings while talking. Some of the art she made in therapy was her best work, but I knew they’d never see the light of day. Most times, she burned them later. 
Mom came out to help Raven learn how to connect to her wolf. Mom had more experience than anyone on the matter, and her gentle method made it easier. The struggle was real. Raven’s ability to shift back and forth was faulty, which was okay. She’d get there when she was ready. Her fear of wolves didn’t help the situation.
I focused on showing her the things she could enjoy about being a wolf. For as much as Raven loved going for runs, going for a run in the woods at dawn was an incomparable experience. She came alive as we sprinted for hours. Well, she sprinted, and I chased her. Her wolf was faster and stronger than mine. It left me following, but I didn’t care. 
I’d follow her anywhere.
As for me, I stepped back from my duties in the pack for the time being. I needed to be less available and learn to set boundaries as far as the pack was concerned. I was working on saying no. There were five of us—six when Killian came home. I didn’t need to bear the weight of it all on my own. I needed to learn how to handle my anxiety and panic attacks. Where I’d expected backlash, I got none. No one gave a shit if I took care of myself first. 
I couldn’t be the best version of myself for them if I didn’t take care of myself. 
I learned to slow down and find enjoyment in the things I loved. I took long walks just to take pictures, practiced ax-throwing because I was competitive like that, and spent days in sweatpants instead of real clothes. I watched movies I’d been putting off for years, tried new foods, and dated my wife. The sense of calm that settled in me was exhilarating. Admittedly, I felt a little lost without working every day, but I was processing that on my own time. 
But we could only hole up for so long. We had to get back to our lives at some point, and that started with Raven meeting the pack leaders. Beatrice Stone was in town to do her tattoo, giving her total pack protection. Besides the pack leaders, no one bore those tattoos. It’d give her safe passage wherever she went if something happened with Reid. 
Raven being Raven… she was worried about making sure she knew everything she could about the pack leaders. I’d sat with her for hours creating notes on her phone, including giving her whatever pictures I had of everyone. It seemed to ease her mind. 
Afterward, we were presenting her wolf to the pack. It was tradition when bringing someone new into the pack. It was a way of welcoming her and her wolf into our family. Both would be accepted as they were. I’d also be introducing her to the Byrne pack as my fiancé. If they accepted her as a leading wolf, I’d keep my position in the pack as a leader. If they didn’t, I’d step down. She still wasn’t convinced that I didn’t care what way the pack decided. 
I only wanted my life with her. 
[image: image-placeholder]Cleaned up and in a pair of gray sweatpants, I wandered through the living room and grabbed Holly from her sectioned-off spot in the kitchen on my way out of the house. While Raven hated secluding her when we couldn’t watch her, Holly was still too damn young to be let loose in our house. My work boots, my socks, a pair of my jeans, and one of my jackets were a testament to that. 
“Have fun?” Roan demanded around the cigarette perched on his lips. 
“It’s not my fault you’re early,” I retorted with a shameless grin. “Maybe you’ll learn for next time.” 
“And here I thought I was doing you a favor,” he said. Despite his words, he grinned. 
“It’s not a favor when we’re hiring you,” I replied. Setting Holly down, I gave her the full run of the yard. The electrical fence would keep her in, not that it was a problem. She never strayed far from Raven. Leaving the puppy, I started walking across the lawn. “Come on.” 
“You know,” Roan began as he followed, “between you and Raven, my workload exploded this year.”
“Are you complaining?” 
“Not a chance in hell. What are we looking to do this time?”
“So, Raven made Ty an offer he couldn’t refuse,” I told him. Boy had she ever. Without batting an eye, she gave the man five million for his property. And then, because money wasn’t an issue with my wife, she’d given him another million to move the process along so we could start construction faster. “Anyway, all of this is ours now. We want you to tear it all down.”
“Didn’t I just fix all of this shit?” Roan demanded. 
“Yeah.” I chuckled. I stopped in the middle of Ty’s yard and gestured to the edge of the yard. 
“Does she know what she wants?” he asked. 
“She wants a big house, six or seven rooms at least. As much of an open floor plan as you can figure out to help her avoid walking into things at night while still giving us a big enough living room, kitchen, and so on,” I said. Roan nodded, lips pressed together as he wandered the property. “We’d like to have you make it two stories, but the top floor will be her studio so it needs a door with a lock. That means you’ll be tearing down her studio, but that’s the last thing to go. I think she’d fight you on that.”
“I wouldn’t want to fight her,” Roan replied with a small chuckle. “All right so big house with all the works, new studio, tear down the old studio. Anything else?”
“We need to build a new fence and extend it around the entire property including the front lawn. She wants to stick with the same style for now.”
“That shouldn’t be too hard,” he commented. “It’s crude. I think we can upgrade to something a little nicer without ruining the view. Are we missing anything else?”
“No, that’s it.” I crossed my arms and took a deep breath. “I’ll be around, so I’m more than happy to help however you need.”
“Oh?” He arched a brow. 
“I quit the mill and pulled back on my business hours,” I told him. “So, at this point, if you need extra hands, I’m more than happy to help.”
“I never thought I’d see the day that Declan Byrne didn’t have two jobs,” Roan said with a shake of his head. “How bored are you?” 
“I don’t think I’d say I’m bored. It’s an adjustment to figure out what the hell to do with my time,” I stated. I clicked my tongue, debating the best way to approach the offer I had for him. “You know, Raven is going start working with a gallery owner she knows to start selling her art again. It’s going to leave me with a lot of free time. I can only do so much hiking before I get bored. I did some research—”
“That’s a dangerous thing,” Roan interjected with a cocky grin.
“Shut the fuck up, asshole,” I shot back. “I was thinking maybe you and I could sit down and talk about expanding Ironwood Construction to the Northern Washington area.”
I watched him, waiting for his reaction. Roan had been trying to get me to go into business with him for years. There was no way I’d move down by him, but the idea of expansion and going into business together was appealing. I wanted something new.
“And your business?” Roan asked as he scrutinized me.
“I’m looking at hiring someone to handle the tedious shit around town,” I told him honestly. “I never wanted to get into home repair. It was just where I landed after my dad died. All the construction and planning shit we did with Raven’s home… I liked it. It’s different. I’m not ready to make an immediate change. There’s a lot of little moving parts I need to figure out, but if you’re open to the idea.”
“I’m fucking open to the idea,” he said quickly with a wide grin. “Fuck yeah. Let’s get this shit figured out. I’ll have you help with your house. Show you the ins and outs as I go. Give you an idea of how I work.”
“I’m down for whatever.” There was no anxiety over making such big changes to my business. For the first time, I was excited about this direction for my career. “And as a head’s up, Raven wants to talk to you about starting some kind of low-income housing foundation or something. She has it all written down. The woman has an unreasonable amount of money coming in every month and wants to do something with it. She’s got plans for funneling a good amount back into Cedar Harbor. Help the families here. But she wants to expand beyond that.”
“Don’t go into renting,” Roan replied. “That shit is exhausting, and people can be real dicks.”
“No.” I shook my head. No way in hell. “I think she wants to find a way to make housing accessible to families in low-income situations. Again, not something that’s going to happen right away. She’s got a lot going on right now as is.”
“How’s she doing?”  he asked. Tipping my head in the direction of our house, we walked across the lawn. 
“She’s making progress,” I said proudly. She really was. “It’s a lot to process, but she’s doing it. Right now, she’s just focused on getting through today.” 
“She’ll be all right.” Stopping outside his truck, he crossed his arms. “And you? Are you doing okay? I’m guessing everyone keeps checking on her, but who the hell is checking in on you?”
“Mom.” I laughed. Multiple times a day. Glancing back at our house, I smiled. “Yeah, I’m doing better than I have been in years.”
And I was.




CHAPTER 107
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Maverick Ironwood.
Roan Ironwood.
Axel Ironwood.
They ran the Ironwood pack in lower Washington. There was a fourth brother, Grayson, but he was irrelevant in this matter and did his own thing. They’d been in charge for years. Though, Axel was prone to leaving on adventures. 
Cole Stone.
Alice Stone.
Beatrice Stone.
Danica Stone.
They ran the Stone pack out of Colorado. Granted, it was mostly Alice and Cole that ran everything. Bea had stepped down from her position in the pack the second it’d been handed to her. She ran a magic tattoo shop—and did magic dick piercings like the one Lucas had. Danica opted for motherhood over babysitting wolves—her words not Declan’s.
John Baker.
He was a grumpy Indiana Jones cowboy. Those were my words, not Declan’s. He’d nearly cried, he’d laughed so hard when I said it, but that was the vibe I got from the man’s picture. He was the only Baker left to run their pack. And despite his age, he had three young girls. 
And then the Byrnes, but I knew the Byrnes. No memorization was needed there. 
That was all of them. I ran through the names in my head and pictured their faces again as we drove out of town. The wind rolled through my fingers as I dangled my hand out the window. My stomach was tied in a furious ball of knots. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to cry or throw up. Maybe some combination of both. 
“Hey.” Declan tugged my hand gently. When I looked at him, he kissed my knuckles before his gaze settled back on the road. “It’ll be okay. You know more about them than they’re expecting. They just want to meet you.” 
“What if they don’t like me?” I asked quietly. “What if they change their mind? Where will we go?”
“Home,” he said confidently. “We’ll go home because they’re going to love you. Not as much as I love you, but they will.” 
“But—”
“This also isn’t just about you. It’s about what happened to you.”
What happened to me… 
I sighed. It sounded so ugly, and it was. David had me processing it all as if I’d been assaulted. Which in some sense of the word I had. The attack itself had been brutal but tying it all together? I just struggled to process it at all. Everything after was a sequence of events. Some I remembered. Some I didn’t. Not really. The more I connected with my wolf, the more things began to shape in my head. Memories forming that weren’t mine but were. I couldn’t remember attacking anyone, but David warned me it could happen. I didn’t know what I’d do if it did.
I had done one thing when Declan wasn’t around to see if Liam really knew—like really knew I was a wolf. I struggled to wrap my head around it, even though Declan had all the information available on it. I’d checked my wedding rings. I’d worn them up until the first time I saw Declan. If they weren’t magicked—if the metal didn’t accommodate for my shifting—then he couldn’t have known. 
Sadly, they did. He’d had them magicked sometime before he’d died. He’d known and prepared for it.
“And the pack? Your pack?”
“Our pack,” Declan corrected. 
Our pack. It was still such a foreign concept to grasp. Granted, we hadn’t socialized with anyone in eight weeks. Maybe it’d get easier as I spent time around everyone.
“What if I can’t shift?” The whole idea of presenting my wolf to the pack kept me up at night. I had a minimal grasp on my wolf at best. For as much as Maeve tried to help me, I could only shift maybe half the time if I was lucky. The other half, I just stood there looking like an idiot as I waited for something to happen.
Apparently, that was normal.
“Then we’ll try again another day.” His shoulder rose and fell in half a shrug like it wasn’t a big deal. As he turned off the road up to the pack house, he stopped the truck and gave me his full attention. His fingers touched my chin, making me look at him. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, honey. If you aren’t comfortable with some part or all of it, I don’t give a fuck what anyone says, I’ll take you straight home. We’ll hole up with popcorn and watch fucking Twilight if you want.”
I smiled. He brought up Twilight more than I did. I had a feeling the series had secretly grown on him. I was kind of digging this version of him. The version so ready to do whatever the hell he wanted, everyone else be damned. It was nice to see him be so free in himself. 
“No,” I whispered. “I can do this.”
“I don’t doubt that,” Declan replied. “But if you don’t want to, we don’t have to. Okay?”
“Okay.” I nodded. Leaning across the middle console, he kissed me. 
“That’s my wife,” he said. Those three little words made me smile wide. I loved the sound of them. I loved being his wife. Scooting closer, I rested my head on his arm for comfort as we disappeared into the woods.
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They were the Stone pack out of Colorado.
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He ran the Baker pack in Texas. 
I chewed my thumb as I ran through the information one more time. We stood outside a set of double doors in a part of the pack house I’d never seen. It was used for pack leader meetings, so regular members couldn’t enter. 
Declan gently knocked my thumb from my mouth. He stepped closer into my space, the deep woods smell of him wrapping me up in a blanket of comfort. I rested my forehead against his chest.
“Want to go home?” he asked quietly, but I shook my head.
“No, I just need a minute,” I said. With the way my heart hammered in my chest, I probably needed more. “Tell me it’ll be okay again?” 
Maybe I was a little pathetic, but there was so much involved in all this.
“It’ll be okay.” Declan ran a hand up and down my spine. “We’ll meet the pack leaders, get your tattoo done, introduce your wolf to the pack, and then I’ll take you home and let you kick my ass in ax-throwing.” 
I smiled into his chest. I loved that he’d built a place for us to ax-throw in the backyard. And I loved just how competitive he still was over the whole thing. 
“You don’t have to let me,” I teased. “I can kick your ass just fine.” 
“That’s my girl.” He chuckled and kissed the top of my head. “Come on. I promise it won’t be nearly as overwhelming as you think it’ll be.”
Fingers laced through his, I steeled myself for whatever might come next. I wasn’t sure what to expect. All I knew was how hard my heart raced when he pushed open the door. Silence overtook the room as I let him guide me into the large room. Spread around in chairs and on couches, all the pack leaders stared at me. 
Maverick Ironwood.
Roan Ironwood.
Axel Ironwood.
Cole Stone.
Alice Stone.
Beatrice Stone.
Danica Stone.
John Baker.
Scattered throughout the room were Sam, Finn, Lucas, and Nolan as well.
For a pack leader meeting, it was all very unofficial in appearance. Flannel, leather, work boots, jeans. Beer, snacks, pizza. It looked a lot more like a party than anything else. Roan was the first to move.
“How you doing, sweetheart?” he asked as he pulled me up in a big hug. Quietly, he said, “I’d say it’s a pleasure to see you here, but I think we both know that ain’t true.” 
“Thanks,” I whispered. 
“All right, come on.” He slung an arm around my shoulder and gently disconnected me from Declan. “I’ll make this fast before we hand you over to Bea so she can work her magic on you.” 
“Okay.” I nodded.
True to his word, Roan made it fast. Really, no one had a ton to say. There wasn’t much that needed to be said, but it was nice to meet all of them. Where I expected a stressful exchange, the whole thing was easygoing. 
Even though I’d seen the pictures, it was still hard to believe Roan was related to Maverick and Axel. Besides tattoos and vivid blue eyes, they had little in common. Though, watching them interact, I was reminded of the shit that went down between Declan and his brothers. The three were clearly close. 
John Baker didn’t live up to the grumpy, Indiana Jones cowboy persona I’d created in my head. He was quiet and weathered, but a gentle and kind man. And he was adorably smitten with his little girls, who he spent more than twenty minutes telling me about and showing me pictures of. 
I glanced at Declan more than once with a tiny smile. His girls were the kids our kids would grow up with if we managed to start a family soon. There was something sweet about that thought. From the soft expression on his face, he was thinking the same thing. 
How Cole Stone was related to the Stone women was a mystery to me. He had that tattooed roughness going on, but that was about it. The Stone women, on the other hand, were utterly fascinating. The sheer amount of times Declan had told me how badass Alice was still didn’t prepare me for it. Her hair was an incredible display of reds and oranges that cascaded down her back. Her tattoos were gorgeous, her piercings were little diamond displays all over her body, and she wore leather like armor. Danica looked so much like her sister with a collection of tattoos, a spattering of her own piercings, and gorgeous slate blue hair in wild curls around her head. Bea was a straight-up tattoo pinup model with dark hair piled atop her head, a vibrant red band tied around her crown, cutoff shorts, and a fancy tank top. Her tattoos were more intricate than her sisters. How many had she done herself?
All of them were so fascinating and so different, yet somehow, they all belonged together. Their differences complimented one another—except maybe Alice and Axel. I wasn’t convinced the two of them weren’t actually into each other and just didn’t want to admit it out loud. The sexual tension between them was high. I was almost positive if their siblings let them be alone, their clothes would be off in seconds. 
“May I?” Sam held out his arms as he approached me last. I smiled. Sam and I may have had a rocky start, but after hearing what he’d done for Declan—and myself—he wasn’t on my shit list. I hugged him tight. 
“Thank you,” I said as I pulled away. “Thank you for doing this for him.”
“Oh, we ain’t doin’ this for him,” Cole cut in. “We’re doin’ it for you.” 
And there it was. That flood of uncontrollable emotions. I blinked rapidly, doing my best to bury the feelings as fast as they came up. Inside, my wolf stirred in response. It made my stomach roll. That sensation I just wasn’t used to yet.
Declan’s knuckles skimmed down my spine while he stepped closer as if sensing my discomfort. 
“Okay!” Bea clapped her hands together happily, her Southern accent thick even with just the one word. The excitement in her expression as she sized me up was thrilling. I recognized the look. It was that of an artist at work. While I wasn’t sure what to expect as far as putting the pack tattoos on me, I wasn’t as worried about being in her hands. “So, Declan sent me some pictures of your tattoos.”
“When?” I demanded and glanced upward at him. “When did you even take any?”
“I have a phone full of pictures of you,” Declan said. 
“I hope they were appropriate photos,” I muttered. 
“The ones I sent her were,” he replied shamelessly. I’d pester him for those photos later. I couldn’t remember the last time I saw him take a picture. The man was discreet. 
“How many sessions do you think we’ll need?” I asked. “Do we need to come down by you?” 
“Oh. He didn’t tell you.” Bea laughed. A trickle of amused chuckles filled the room around us. “All my tattoos are magic. Well, the ones for wolves anyway. I just have to draw the design on your skin. It ain’t too much work. It’ll take me an hour or so to draw it out and you’ll be done.”
“She won’t tell you, but she uses a quill just to be dramatic about it,” Danica chimed in. 
“I magicked a quill belongin’ to Mary Shelley!” she exclaimed. “Of course, I’m goin’ to use that one. Why use a normal one? That’s borin’ as hell.” 
She had a valid point.
“The design will be an extension of your current tattoos.” She gestured to my chest. “And go all the way down your left arm. I’ll be includin’ the Byrnes, Stones, Ironwoods, and Bakers in it. I’ll be leavin’ room for the Lochlans if they decide they want to bring you on in later.”
“We’ll just have you tattoo a giant ass Big Bird on her back, yellow ink and all.” Oh. I turned fast, eyes wide at the sound of Cade’s voice. He stood in the doorway with his arms crossed over his broad chest and that same big smile on his face. “Hey, Big Bird. I’ve missed you.” 
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“Okay, okay.” He let me go and rubbed my upper arms. “If you get emotional, I’ll get emotional, and then they’ll all start second-guessing my ability to stage a coup on my father’s pack.” 
I made a dramatic point of gesturing around us. In light of my mini-breakdown upon Cade’s arrival, we’d been allowed to move to a quieter room. Bea gave us a few minutes to catch up before she came in to start on my tattoo. 
“We’re alone,” I pointed out. “No one is judging you here.”
“Yeah, but I can be so critical of myself.” He chuckled. As he flopped down in a chair, I rubbed the tears away from my cheeks. I settled on the couch opposite him and pulled my legs underneath me. “You look good. How… fuck, asking you how you’ve been sounds like a ridiculous question. I don’t think there’s a good enough question to encompass the last two years.” 
“Not really,” I replied. It’d been almost a full two years since I’d seen him. “Maybe we just skip all the bad crap I’ve been through and just catch up? I feel like you know the answer to most of the bad stuff.”
“Adjusting?”
“Adjusting.”
“I should’ve tried harder,” he said. I sighed. I didn’t want to rehash this. There were a lot of should haves and could haves that could’ve been thrown around between the two of us. “To keep in touch.”
“How are you and James?” I asked instead. The same man who had helped me figure out my kinks ended up in a relationship with Cade sometime after my marriage closed up. 
“We broke up.” He stretched his long legs and made himself comfortable. “He wanted to get married. I didn’t.”
“I thought you wanted to get married.”
“I do, but not to James,” Cade replied with a shrug. “So, I’m back on the secret market. Though it’s been a while. I’ve mostly been focusing on training, games, and undermining dear old Dad. Oh, and pestering the fuck out of Isla. I think she wants you back just so I leave her the fuck alone.” 
He grinned deviously. That didn’t surprise me. Cade had filled in a lot of the extra time I had while Liam was gone. In other words, he was used to always having someone around. Isla was a come-and-go as she needed with a busy life of her own. Those two lifestyles didn’t mesh. 
“How is Isla?” I couldn’t bring myself to call her back after the phone call at the motel. It was on my list of things to do. “Besides annoyed with your antics.”
“Annoyed with my antics,” he repeated with a chuckle. Asshole. I shook my head but couldn’t help the smile. “She’s good. Busy with work as always. The girl needs a dating life, but as her brother, I’m not allowed to tell her that.”
“I’ll have to send her an apology just for leaving her with your dumbass,” I muttered. 
“Just call her,” Cade said. “Seriously, she misses. I miss you.” 
“If it helps, I’ve been keeping up with your career,” I offered up. “I know everyone says you’re doing great, but you suck. You’ve had better pitching runs during your college days.”
“Ouch.” He slapped a hand over his chest. “That fucking hurts.”
“It’s true.”
“I know, but it still hurts,” he replied. “That’s what I get when my favorite girl isn’t behind home plate yelling at me to get my shit together. Maybe I’ll get you tickets next time we play in Washington. Bring that hot lumberjack of a fiancé with you. Please. It’ll help my game. Immensely.”
I laughed, my head tipping back on the couch. This fucking man. He would think Declan was hot. Granted, he was right. 
“Does he treat you right?” Cade asked, pulling me from my thoughts. “You’re not marrying him for protection, are you? If you are, just tell me, and I’ll take you back to Chicago myself. We can figure out the rest of it as we go.”
“No. No, no.” I shook my head quickly. “Declan sets the bar. I promise. He’s thoroughly wrecked the chances for all future men.” 
Not that there would be any. Cade hummed as he nodded slowly.
“Declan Byrne looks like the kind of man who could wreck a person,” he murmured. Stark laughter from the doorway made us both look up. Bea clung to the door, giggling. 
“Oh!” She gasped. “What a sentence to walk in on.”
“Tell me I’m wrong!” Cade exclaimed. “The man has arms the size of trees! He could split you in half, and you’d beg for it.” 
“He’s the kind of man you climb like a tree!” I chimed in. My face fell into my hands as I practically cried from laughing so hard. Drawing in fast breaths, I hurried to add, “He’s a good man! I swear he’s also just a really good man.” 
“Oh, he is,” Bea agreed. She twirled a beautiful black and gold quill between her fingers. “Mind if I come in and do your tattoo now?” 
“Of course!” I started to get off the couch, but she waved her hand. 
“Just put your arm out, honey. That’s all I need,” she told me. Her long nails brushed down my arms, giving me chills as she studied my skin. She chewed her bottom lip. “Mind takin’ your shirt off? I want to make the transition flawless between your chest tattoos and the sleeve.”
Without a thought to Cade’s presence in the room, I peeled off my tank top. Cade’s only interest was in men, and I might as well have been his sister. He didn’t bat an eye whenever I changed clothes. Short of Declan, he was the person I was most comfortable around. 
“Someone likes to use his teeth.” Cade chuckled. I glanced down. I’d forgotten about the bite marks and blushed heavily. 
“Oh, yeah,” Bea whispered as her nails ran over my tattoo. “The pictures he sent ain’t done this justice. We’re goin’ to make this gorgeous.”
I couldn’t imagine how. I’d seen the pack insignias. There couldn’t be a good way to combine those and keep with my floral theme.
“I have the same on my hips. Both sides.”
“You finally did that?” Cade asked. “Thighs too?”
“Just my hips. I haven’t gotten around to the rest,” I said. “Hey, Bea? How do you plan to make the pack insignias work with my flowers?”
“I’m magic, baby,” she replied with so much confidence it wiped away any concerns I had. Who was I to deny an artist of their skill?




Epilogue
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DECLAN






“Bea always did great work,” I said as I traced the lines of Raven’s tattoo going down her left arm. While the pack insignias were in the design, you had to know what you were looking for to find them. The gorgeous floral design flawlessly matched her chest tattoo. “Do you like it?” 
“Yeah.” She smiled. She rotated her arm, inspecting it. “I honestly expected some ugly tattoo with all the pack insignias.”
“Oh?” I grinned. “Think our insignias are ugly?” 
“No!” Raven exclaimed. “But they don’t mesh well together either. I feel pretty with this. Can we go to Colorado to visit her sometime? I want to have her do more.”
“Of course.” All I heard was more tattoos for me to lick and sink my teeth into. “Are you ready?” 
We stood in the shift shed at the back of the lawn. The entire pack gathered outside near the house in wolf form, waiting for her. All she had to do was shift to present her wolf to the pack. But that simple question changed her entire demeanor. Her lips pursed together as those whiskey eyes found mine. All the anxiety and doubt she had about her ability to do so swirled in those pretty eyes. 
“What if I can’t do it?” she asked quietly. 
“Then we come back another day and try again,” I told her. Taking her face in my hands, I kissed her once… twice… three times, feeling how she melted a little more with each one. “Just think about what Mom taught you. If it works, great. If it doesn’t, you’re still getting used to this. No one will hold it against you. I promise.” 
“Okay.” She still didn’t look convinced, so I kissed one more time for good measure, hauling her against me. 
“My wife is fucking incredible,” I whispered against her mouth. “Remember, I don’t care what happens today. It’s you and me. We’re a team.”
“We’re a team,” Raven repeated softly with a little nod. 
“Take your time.” I stepped back, moving for the door. “I’ll be out there with everyone else. When you’re ready, join us.” 
[image: image-placeholder]I walked across the lawn to where the pack waited. Wolves scattered across the lawn, patiently waiting. And in front, the Stones, the Ironwoods, John, and Cade stood alongside my brothers. They formed a discreet line. We’d said it was a result of the new pack alliances, but in reality, we were being cautious. 
With Raven being so nervous about the whole thing, there were concerns if she’d be able to grasp her wolf when she shifted. As a Wild One, her wolf wasn’t used to being around other wolves. It was used to me in human form and Holly. Everything else was a crapshoot.
We were playing with fire. 
I had the utmost confidence my wife could do this, but I couldn’t deny that I had to be cautious about the process as well. While she was my focus, I had to consider the pack this time. 
“Is she good?” Sam asked.
“About as good as I expected,” I replied. 
“Which means she’s nervous,” Nolan said. I nodded, lips pressed together.
“I’m not sure she’ll be able to shift,” I told them honestly.
“Is she likely to come out wild?” John asked, taking his hat off. His cowboy hat. The man was as down-south cowboy as a man could get. He fussed with the brim. 
“I’m hoping not,” I stated. “But Mom has Holly in a car at the other end of the lawn.”
“Holly?” Cole frowned. 
“Holly is the dog I got both her and her wolf.”
“You bought her wolf a dog?” Axel demanded with a laugh. I nodded. “Seriously?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I got Holly mostly to help deal with when she sleepwalks and shifts. Her wolf is obsessed with having a puppy around and spends all its time taking care of Holly instead of wandering around the woods. I’m working on training Holly to get Raven back inside when it happens. I’d rather have her wolf hang out in our living room than leave.”
“I want to laugh at the fact that you got her wolf a service dog, but that’s fucking genius,” Maverick commented. I grinned. I was still really damn proud of coming up with the idea.
My head tilted to the side as I caught the slightest growl. My wolf pushed back in response. She’d shifted. I turned and put my complete attention on the shift shed as we waited for her to come out. 
Time ticked at an incredibly slow rate. I dipped hard into my wolf’s senses with hopes I’d catch any changes before they happened. As I did, I prayed. I prayed hard. I prayed she was able to shift and feel comfortable about it. I prayed she had a full grasp on her wolf. I wasn’t sure how she’d handle it if she lost herself in such a pivotal pack moment for her. We’d take steps backward. I didn’t want that for her. 
But most of all, I prayed she felt confident enough to walk out of the shed.
My heart pounded so hard in my chest that I was positive the rest of the pack could hear it. I just wanted this to go off without a hitch for her. It was the very least she deserved after everything. 
“What’s takin’ her so long?” Alice asked. 
“Just… just give her a chance,” I whispered. Under my breath, I added, “Come on, honey.”
Minutes slipped past. Just when I was sure Raven wasn’t going to come out, she did. My breath caught in my throat, and I smiled. And fuck, if she wasn’t beautiful. In daylight, she was absolutely stunning in her wolf form. Gorgeous pale blonde fur glinted shades of sunlight, and those whiskey eyes blinked slowly as she stared at us. Every time, she astounded me.
“Jesus Christ.” Cade whistled. 
“Fuck me,” Roan let out. “Big fucking girl.”
“You failed to mention how fuckin’ huge she is,” Cole stated. 
“She’s just a healthy wolf, that’s all,” John said as a defensive growl built in my chest. “Ain’t nothin’ to worry about.” 
Her body language was rigid while we waited for her to approach. Her tail remained between her legs as she padded across the lawn. When she drew near, her ears flattened to her skull. She lowered to the ground. I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know the guilt and shame she was feeling as she appeared before the pack for the first time.
In quick steps, I closed the distance between us and crouched. I ran my fingers through her soft fur and pressed my forehead to hers. 
“Don’t you do that,” I whispered. A small whine passed through her. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.”
As if echoing my sentiment, a soulful howl lifted across the lawn. At first, it was scattered. A few wolves here and there. But the sound grew in volume and intensity as every member of the Byrne pack joined in. 
Acceptance. 
Acceptance of her. 
Exactly the way she was.  
Raven’s ears twitched, lifting slightly. A deep howl built in her throat, and I leaned away as her head tipped back. That song she sang as she answered their call melted through every part of me, etching into my soul. 
“I love you,” I told her softly when those whiskey eyes I loved looked back at me. “I love all of you.”
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Trees flicked past and grass brushed against my fur. The dirt was soft and giving beneath my paws, making every turn and twist easy. I was high with the rush. The experience. The wind. The fading sunlight. Warm weather seeping into my skin. 
It was perfect. 
But none quite as much as the wolf I readily chased through the forest. Raven bounded between trees and over fallen branches. Her speed, her grace. She was impressive, and I was in awe. 
As we hit a small clearing, she shifted fast. Faster than she was used to. She stumbled as her feet landed in the grass. Her happy laughter washed over me as I joined her, shifting at the last minute to catch her around the waist and hauling her naked body against mine. 
Her laughter slipped into a groan as I swept my tongue over her neck and hovered over her racing pulse. My cock thickened, spurred on by the little sounds she made, but before I could do anything more, she slipped out of my grasp with a giggle. 
“Watch this,” Raven said. She squeezed her eyes shut and took in a deep breath. I bit my lip to keep from chuckling at just how adorable her extreme concentration was. Shifting back was easy for her. Shifting into a wolf was still a struggle. 
When it was just me and her in the woods, she had more confidence and comfort to explore and figure herself out. These late evening runs just us were everything. 
My smile widened as she shifted and landed on four paws. She shook out her fur and tossed her head back in a triumphant howl. Bounding to the other end of the clearing, she turned and stared back at me. Waiting. Her tail wagging slightly and those whiskey eyes full of excitement
But me? 
I was rooted where I stood, awestruck by her. 
She was the sun, the moon, and the stars. 
She was the gravity that kept me grounded.
She was the center of my world.
She was my everything.
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to take away your independence, and I'm
sorry | said you can't live in your house
while going through this. | realize “this”
isn’'t going away. This is your life, and | do
think you can do this alone. | just hope you
know you don’t have to. | miss you, | care
about you, and | hope you're doing okay.
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tossed overboard in like 2 inches of water
and drown.

Good Lord. |
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me learn to manage overly involved
people?
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whatever | can to help, even if it means
wrestling little old ladies off of you

DECLAN: Good.
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that.
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company for the last two hours so it hasn't
felt slow or boring.
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should eat up the two hours | have before
the kids get here.

DECLAN: Fun fact, | helped him write the
hotel scene in that book.
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Raven Day 1. Since we're not spending
time together right now and I don’t know
when I'll see you, | figured | shouldn’t deny
you the thoughts that | have. (Or maybe |
just like sharing them with you)

RAVEN: You can also skip all of these if
you don’t want...
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C How is Michael%

DECLAN: He wants to go to IHOP. | can’'t
tell if it's the drugs or his sense of humor.
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RAVEN: I'm going to say it does and tell
you job well done—not quite as good as the
real thing, but it'll do.

FRAVEN: | miss you. I'm going to try to W
sleep. Night, baby. @
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RAVEN: Does it still count as you giving
me an orgasm if I'm thinking about you
when | touch myself?
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( DECLAN: We've al incividually helped him |
[come up with sex scenes for his baoks.

[ Together, we're complete shitheads, 5o it
|doesnt work.

( Obviously,

'DECLAN; But Sam helped him write the.
pool hall scene in book 4 of that series.
Finn virote the restaurant scene in one of
his standalones—totally gross in my
lopinion.
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[ DEGLAN: That doesn't surprise me,
{honey:

(DECLAN: Lucas has helped write ot
'more scenes than he wants to admit. Qur:
rind Cole hlpad write he bathtub scene
in book 3 while drunk once. Roan is always
mailing hirm suggestions.

Y

=
1ts really cute that you guys all help him

| and support him as a romance writer

[ DECLAN: We help him write porn. |

DEGLAN; HE wirites the romance-and
really damn well. We're just a bunch of
idiots helping him write about dicks since
he has no experience.
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RAVEN: Third, if these windows opened I'd
throw something. I'd fucking throw
something, Declan. They’re having an owl
committee meeting. It’s too damn early for
this shit!

RAVEN: If | threw something and hit both
birds... is that killing two birds with one
stone (thing)? | make myself laugh.

RAVEN: OH! They finally shut the fuck up.
Night, baby. ¥
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t thing.

(DECLAN: That’s because | am an adult. )

‘ Most guys would be angry and possessiv%
and like... no, you can't.

books. Real men aren't like that.

EEQLAN: First off, stop reading Nolan’s J
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RAVEN: DO YOU KNOW HOW OBNOXIOUS
OWLS ARE?

BAVEN: First off, we don’t have fucking
owls where | lived. No, Sir. Even in Chicago

| never came across a wild one.

/RAVEN: Secondly, it’s two in the fucking
morning. | want to sleep. He wants to talk.

RAVEN: Jesus fuck | think there’s two of

them. &3 & & Y.
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‘ DECLAN: I'm never going to tell you what
you can and cannot do, honey.

‘ DECLAN: Except to not run in the woods
at night so you don’t end up dead.

N
C Fair enough. I'm not asking permission.

\‘\DECLAN: Good.

I'm asking how you feel about the situation
so | know what to expect.

(DEQLAN: Honestly?

( Pleaset\
L 8

DECLAN: It's a little stressful. But I trust
you, and | don’t think Maggie would ever
go out of her way to hurt me. It's a weird
situation, but you two were friends before
you and | were a thing. | have to get used
|to that—and I will.
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( That's an accurate assessmena

@ECLAN: I'm aware. )

( You like me. Just remember tha9

DECLAN: | much more than like you,
honey.
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DECLAN: Secondly, | don’t think there’s a
goddamn person on the planet who could
tell you no where you'd listen. Not if you
wanted something.
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I'm sorry about that. Nolan and | will be on
L our way shortly.

RAVEN: It's okay really. At least I've had
good company for the last two hours so it
hasn't felt slow or boring.
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RAVEN: | hate asking you this because |
know it's your brother’s shop but he's not
answering his phone. When does the shop
close... and exactly how exactly am |
supposed to do that?
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| DECLAN: How's my girl doing?
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( 0Oh? Who's there? |

@AVEN: She said her name is Maeve. |
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She’s good. Missing the company of a hot
lumberjack handyman who knows how to
handle his wood. Know anyone like that?
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kDECLAN: With my tongue.

@EQLAN: With my fingers.

QDECLAN: With my teeth.
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We both know that'd be a very short game.

DECLAN: Just because you beg, honey,
doesn’t mean I'm going to give it to you.

That's not fa@

DECLAN: Neither would tying you down h
and seeing just how far | can push your
body.
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6ECLAN: Should | keep going? \

If you keep going, I'm going to end up in

the bathroom touching myself to thoughts
of you.

| DECLAN: Go to the bathroom. W
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DECLAN: I'll tie those pretty little wrists of
yours over your head, but not your ankles.
| want those sexy legs wrapped around me
while | tease your clit and see just how
many fingers | can slide into that tight
cunt of yours.






images/00095.jpeg
ECLAN: Did my girl listen?
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| DECLAN: | wasn't asking, honey. )

| DECLAN: Good girls get rewarded. j
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| DECLAN: | have two things to say.
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—TALK YOU OUT OF IT—
~ " FLORIDA GEORGIA LINE
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DECLAN: The first is that watching you
dance with Connor is fucking killing me. It
should be my hands on you, not his. It
should be me dancing with you all night
long. And it should be me taking you home
tonight.

Oh? What's the second thing?
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| Okay)

DECLAN: The first is that watching you
dance with Connor is fucking killing me. It
should be my hands on you, not his. It
should be me dancing with you all night
long. And it should be me taking you home
tonight.
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RAVEN: This is unfiltered thoughts with
Raven-Day 2. Okay, honestly... 'm hazy. |
didn’t sleep well last night after my owl
escapades.

BAVEN: Did you know that owls eat
snakes? | can’t focus at work and started
doing research. Turns out owls eat snakes.
Do you think | could make friends with the
oowls to have them eat the snakes?

'T?AVEN: Did you remember that snake
that Connor found in my house? | tried to
look up to find out if owls eat those kinds
of snakes... and discovered they're
adorable. They shouldn’t be THIS adorable,
Declan.

-

/RAVEN: I know you don't like snakes, so | h
won'’t send you the video, but just know
that breed of snake played dead—not the
one we found but just the breed of snake
in general.

in 8
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/RAVEN: Today was busy at The \
Treehouse... not busy, just me keeping
busy. | can’t sleep. I'm just sitting here
staring at the moon and hoping you're
okay. If I'm being honest... | hate being
away from you right now. | hate that
Maggie can come and go as she needs to
help take care of you. And I'm trying hard
to not be jealous. | shouldn't feel jealous. |
like you, Declan. | like you a lot more than |
thought | could like someone again. But |
told you my heart is fragile. All of this... not
knowing how you are or if you'll be okay...

it brings up things | don’t know how to
handle. I'll keep your secret, but | just wish
there was a place for me in your life while
being a secret. | just want to be in your Iife)
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RAVEN: Note to self... | really want to show
you this video at some point... please?

RAVEN: | miss you. | hope you're starting ‘
to feel better. Good night, baby. @






images/00084.jpeg
% —UNDONE—]OE NICHOLS
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— WHOLE DAMN TOWN—
— TURNPIKE TROUBADOURS
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—BREAK DOWN ON MFE—
— " BRANDON LAY
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BAVEN: | want you naked on top of me...
want your hands digging into my hips as
you fuck me from behind... | want your
teeth in my shoulder as you bite me... |
want you to make me scream so loud the
neighbors wonder what the hell is going
on...

P J

{ You're making it real damn hard for me to)

| work, honey. |

RAVEN: You told me to tell you what |

want so | am
L4 . /

Id N
Good girl, but maybe not while I'm

surrounded by chickens. Talking to Henry
while my cock rages isn't exactly|
comfortable.

[ RAVEN: @91 lost it! I'm sorry. Cock and

chickens. | can't.
"

Glad you find this funny. Your sexy ass|
best be naked and waiting for me because
as soon as I'm done, this cock is slidingin

your chicken coop. |

-~ 5
| That was horrible. I'm at my best when I'm/

| not trying to make chicken puns sexy. |

-
[ BAVEN: Maybe, but I'm totally saving that.
|lol chicken coop 5 |
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Is Lucas’s dick really pierced?

DECLAN: That’s what you want to talk
about?

| can’t very well talk about your dick. It
makes you mad when you’re at work.

DECLAN: It doesn’t make me mad.

And then you'll have to punish me and it'll
turn into a whole ordeal that'd just leave

me with wet panties.

DECLAN: I'm not seeing an issue with
either of those things.
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| DECLAN: How's my girl doing?
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Oh really?

DECLAN: Punishment isn’t my thing, but |
do think we could play my favorite game. )

And what would that be?

DECLAN: Just how many times can | make
you come before you're begging for my
cock inside you.






