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If someone had told Ruby a few months before that it could come to this, she wouldn’t believe them. Her hold on the Blackrock pack wasn’t absolute, but the members respected her as they had respected her father before her. She had been ruling them since she was seventeen, for more than a decade she had been their leader, and now she was seeing the pack breaking in half.

And it was all because of Allan. Thinking about that wretched man angered her, her hands tightened into fists, though she let the tension ease out of her as quickly as she noticed it. It wouldn’t be to let the others see how much he bothered her. People could take it as weakness or fear, and that wouldn’t help. So far, she still had those closest to her willing to back her up, but if she showed any hint of weakness...

Werewolves followed strength. That she kept so many allies despite being against an alpha spoke of her own strength, but at the end of the day she wasn’t an alpha. There were things she wouldn’t be able to do. Any other pack that interacted with theirs looked down upon Blackrock because their leader was a beta werewolf. Oh, she was the strongest beta in the pack, but that didn’t change the facts.

Allan wasn’t very strong, he wasn’t that charismatic, but he was an alpha. That alone had been enough to make those less pleased with Ruby turn to his side, with plenty of the females of the pack included. She could understand that. Female werewolves felt an attraction to alphas. Granted that she had never felt anything like it, but she saw how weak he was. Not all females of the pack would think like her, though.

Packs were mostly female. Every three out of four werewolves were women, and no matter how much some of them liked Ruby, how much some of them looked up at her, she couldn’t give them what a true alpha, even if a female one, could. She couldn’t mate them and have children with them, couldn’t fulfill that part of their nature as werewolves. That alone gave Allan an advantage that was almost unsurmountable.

So far, he hadn’t mated with any of the members of the pack, that would be a step too far until he became one of theirs officially, and could then vie for the position of leader, but that almost benefited him. It made the more eager members pressure Ruby into accepting him in the pack, and she was running out of time.

Maybe if she felt a little different about him. She didn’t like him, but she didn’t have to like him, she might accept him as leader if she thought he would be good for Blackrock. There was something about him, however...

She couldn’t explain it really, but every time she looked at him, she could almost smell his weakness. And his actions kind of showed it. Another alpha, a stronger one, might have forced the issue already. Allan held back, and if his behavior was a little different, she might have thought there was another reason for it, but he made it quite clear he wanted the pack. That he wanted her.

He wouldn’t have her. Even if she accepted him into the pack and he challenged her for the leadership, even if he became their leader, she wouldn’t be his. He might try to pressure her, but she wouldn’t accept his advances. He could try to force her, but she would die trying to stop him.

A part of her feared it would happen. He made it no secret he wanted her. When they were near, she could smell his attraction, could see how his eyes wandered over her figure. It made her shudder more than once; it made her want to reach out and claw his eyes out. Sometimes, she wondered if it would be worth it, to assault him suddenly, kill him before he could do anything to destroy the pack she had dedicated her life to.

Blackrock would die if she did it, though. The pack had held together out of respect for her father, and because of her leadership. She might kill Allan by surprise, but the females that saw their hopes die with him would probably leave, and that would eventually make others leave. Their pack was already fairly small as packs went, there were barely fifty members in it. If even ten or fifteen left, the rest of the pack would splinter and Blackrock would disappear.

Ruby hated it, hated it so much she didn’t have the words to describe that hate, but if nothing changed, she would have to accept Allan into the pack, would eventually see him usurp her, and there was nothing she could do about it. Not unless she wished to see the pack die.

Her anger was so great her frame seemed to shake for a few moments, and she stopped when she noticed it, breathed in and out, and let all her tension ease out of her. It wasn’t easy, part of her wanted to get angry, wanted to unleash that anger on Allan. She couldn’t let it control her, though.

On the back of the bar, some of her allies shifted in place, and she reigned herself in. They could notice her anger, smell it, see how tense her frame was, and that didn’t help. Many of them were still on her side because of what she had done as their leader. If they saw any hint of weakness, fear or anger from her part, they might start thinking Allan was the one to back.

Two minutes later, a few moments after Ruby had regained complete control of herself, Allan entered the pack’s bar backed by some of his supporters. Ruby let her eyes move over them first, trying not to show how much her heart ached at some of those that had joined him. There was Marika, who had never been very close with Ruby, so it wasn’t surprising, but she was one of the strongest wolves in the pack and she should know better. Luisa had been a childhood friend, though over the years they drifted away. Marie was older, once had been something close to an aunt, and now she followed Allan like many of the younger wolves.

It both disgusted and angered Ruby, but there wasn’t much she could do about it.

At long last, she let her eyes come to a rest on Allan, and barely stopped herself from snarling at him. He was handsome enough; she could admit that. Tall, broad-shouldered, with an easy smile, a square chin and baby-blue eyes. Those eyes, despite pretty, didn’t hide the darkness within. Didn’t hide the greed and want. As she eyed him, he eyed her back, and he was far crasser about it.

Ruby almost bristled. It wasn’t the first time men eyed her like that, and it wouldn’t be the last. She was gorgeous, with curves in all the right places, golden hair that fell down her figure in waves and deep blue eyes. She looked like a swimsuit model, and she hated it. Well, hate was perhaps too strong a word. She enjoyed being pretty, loved being desired by the people she found desirable, but she hated being looked down upon because she was attractive. And that had happened several times in the past, especially when dealing with the leaders of other packs.

Allan moved closer, leered down at her, then took the seat opposite hers. “Have you thought about my offer?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What offer, exactly? All I know is I’m pondering on letting you become part of the pack, nothing else.”

“Please, we both know you don’t have a choice.” He seemed certain of the fact, and what Ruby hated most of all was that he was right. “You either let me into the pack, or half of it will leave and come to me. I get what I want either way. Well, not all I want.” He let his blue eyes rove over her body, and she barely stopped herself from bristling. Some of the wolves that supported her didn’t have quite the same compunctions, and she heard some of them get to their feet. Even some of those that followed Allan seemed to dislike his comment.

Her smile was brittle, and she started wondering if killing him wasn’t truly an option. This was just another of the things that seemed to make him unable to be a leader. He had all the advantages in this fight. If he was smart about it, he could have easily gathered more support and less resistance from his opponents if he was a little statelier. It wasn’t in his nature, though. He was a bully, liked to humiliate those he could, liked to think he could do whatever he wanted just because he was an alpha.

And, unfortunately, he might get what he wanted. Oh, not her, but the position of leader of the pack. The thought made her hands tighten into fists. “You are too full of yourself.” Maybe it would have been better to ignore his words, but she was only human. Well, a werewolf, but the same thing. Besides a certain set of instincts, werewolves weren’t mentally different from humans.

He only smiled smugly, and unfortunately there wasn’t much Ruby could do about it. She wanted to, wanted to rip him into pieces with her bare hands, and she might succeed at it to, but once more thinking about the pack held her back.

Ruby remained in silence, stewing in her own thoughts. He noticed it and his smile widened further. “I think I’m going to let you think about it a little further,” He got to his feet, leered down at her. “It might have been better for you to submit, Ruby. I would have gladly made you my main mate, and you would keep your power inside the pack. Now you’re going to lose it all, unless you learn to kneel to plea with me.”

“Maybe I should grab my chair and break it on your face.” A small smile grew on
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