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Chapter One
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Chloe

My heart was heavy as my eyes drifted over the pack compound. Homes of varying sizes were nestled in the open field. At the center of the group were several metal buildings used for pack meetings, picnics, and parties.

Over the last eighteen months, I’d come to think of this place as home. The first real home I’d had since I lost my parents and left my pack.

Yet it was time for me to go.

Movement in my peripheral vision caught my attention. I turned and watched as a dark brown wolf loped out of the copse of trees to my left. I recognized him instantly, my heavy heart giving my sternum a hard thump. He was still too lean, his ribs pronounced in his large frame. Idly I thought that I should go over and force him to eat a few sandwiches and a couple of pieces of fruit. It wouldn’t be enough and I’d probably have to put him in a headlock before I gained his cooperation, but it was better than nothing. I could tell he still wasn’t eating as much as he should. A full-grown male wolf needed to consume thousands of calories per day to maintain their body weight. Every time I saw him, he looked as though he’d lost a few more pounds. It hurt to watch him vanish right in front of me.

As the chestnut wolf paused at the back door of a beautiful two-story house, I stepped back into the shadows on my porch. I watched as his body twisted and shivered until a naked man stood in place of the wolf. Like his animal counterpart, his muscles were leaner than they used to be, his ribs noticeably standing out in his torso. His skin was lightly tanned and his chest was covered with a dusting of brown hair.

Even in his nearly gaunt state, he was arresting. From this distance, I could make out the rugged features of his face. His brow was too heavy and his jaw too strong for him to be considered classically handsome, but they suggested a raw, animal power that some women, including myself, would find irresistible. Though his eyes were cast down, I knew from memory that they were blue. Deep, crystal clear blue, like the waters of an untouched lake, with spikes of pale azure and gray radiating from the center. Beautiful eyes that could snare you and pull you in, no matter how hard you resisted.

He climbed the steps of the porch with innate power and grace as only an animal in their prime would move. As I watched him disappear inside, I knew I wouldn’t go over and bully him into eating as I had done hundreds of times over the last year and a half. I would never again look into those dangerous blue eyes or study the way his prominent brow and cheekbones cast shadows across his face.

It was time for me to move on, time for me to finish what I had started two years ago when my parents died.

Even if it meant leaving my mate behind.
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Calder’s reaction to my announcement was exactly what I expected. As the alpha of the MacIntire pack in Dallas, he took his responsibilities seriously. The fact that we’d known each other for years meant that he was even more determined to look out for me. That also might have had something to do with his mate, Ricki. She was one of my closest friends and a fierce fighter. I would know since I trained her myself.

“You’re not leaving,” he stated firmly. “I won’t allow it.” He stopped walking mid-stride, turning his body toward me. “And you know Ricki won’t stand for it either.”

I glanced around the compound, making sure there was no one within earshot. Shifter hearing could pick conversations hundreds of yards away if the people weren’t whispering. And Calder’s voice had definitely been loud.

“Let’s walk in the woods,” I invited, ensuring that our discussion would be kept private from any prying ears. “And I’ll explain.”

“You better have a damn good explanation,” he grumbled, falling back into step with me as I strode off the road, weaving between houses and heading toward the trees that surrounded the compound.

“I do. And when I’m done giving it to you, you’ll let me go.”

He grunted. “I wouldn’t be so sure. Ricki loves having you around and the pups love you too. If I don’t stop you, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Ricki will understand,” I stated firmly. “Of that I’m certain.”

He cast a sidelong look in my direction that clearly expressed his disbelief.

When we reached the tree line, I released the pent up tension I carried in my shoulders as I breathed deeply, relishing the scent of earth and late spring. Once again, my heart sank as I thought about how I would never come back here. Never enjoy the smell and the feel of this forest around me.

“Okay, so explain to me why you have to leave,” Calder insisted. “Because I still don’t understand.”

I inhaled once again, not only enjoying the perfume of the forest but also searching for any possible eavesdroppers. All I smelled were leaves and a couple of wild rabbits nearby. We were truly alone.

“When I came here two years ago, I only intended to stay for a short while,” I began. I glanced up to find Calder studying me intently so I continued. “I’m sure you remember that my parents died only a few months before that.”

He nodded, his eyes softening. “Yes, I remember. I’m sorry.”

I shrugged, shoving the pain aside. “Well, I came here because the alpha of the Austin pack didn’t want me looking into their deaths. In fact, Jacob forbade it and threatened to have me locked up if I went against his orders.”

Calder’s brows drew down over his eyes. “Look into their deaths? I thought they were killed by rogue wolves.”

“That was the official story from the MacArthur pack in Oklahoma, but my grandmother had very good reason to believe that was only part of the story. Since she was having problems with her own pack in North Carolina at the time, she couldn’t afford to go to Oklahoma to poke around. She wanted me to do it. When my alpha forbade it, I requested a transfer to the MacIntire pack.”

Calder nodded. “That’s understandable. But you have to know I would never stop you from looking into the deaths of your parents,” he explained.

“I know you wouldn’t,” I answered, smiling slightly. “I know it’s on the tip of your tongue to offer to help me, even though you’re running yourself ragged between your responsibilities as MacIntire alpha and taking care of your three pups.”

“What, are you psychic now?” he asked.

Calder looked so disgruntled I had to laugh. “No, I just know you well.”

“So I’ll send someone from the pack with you to help,” he stated.

The smile faded from my face. “No.”

“Chloe,” Calder warned. “I’m still your alpha.”

“I’ll leave the pack first,” I argued.

“Lone wolves don’t last long in this world and you know it.”

“I won’t be completely alone,” I stated. “My grandmother is helping me. She’s the one who’s setting everything up and she knows where I’ll be.” I paused. “Right now, she’s the only one I can trust with this, Calder. Well, other than you and Ricki. But this isn’t pack business. It’s family. My family. Rogues may have killed my parents, but there’s something more to the story and I intend to find out what it is.” I had other reasons for leaving, but there was no way I was going to drag Calder into my crushed dreams of mating and family. I had to handle it on my own. It was best to keep that little secret all to myself.

“Why now? Why not when you came here two years ago?” he asked, his tone exasperated. I knew then that he was going to give in.

“Things were heating up with the Faction at that time and that was more important.”

The Faction, which no longer existed, was a group of vampires, shifters, and warlocks intent on purifying the supernatural races and taking control of the humans. Their leader, Cornelius the Slayer, had been a powerful animavore. A devourer of souls, and he had been stronger than any being I’d ever met. Maybe even powerful enough to achieve the goal.

We’d lost several pack members and Calder had nearly lost his mate, but we had prevailed in the end. Rebuilding the pack and chasing down the few remaining members of the Faction had been our priority for the last eighteen months.

Then there was the matter of nursing Lachlan back to health. He had been alpha when we battled with the Faction…until his mate was murdered, a witch named Belinda. When she died, we’d nearly lost him. Calder had taken over as alpha and I had bullied, cajoled, and even once pinned Lachlan to the floor to make sure that he ate, drank, and slept instead of pining himself to death. There were some shifters who would have considered what I’d done cruel, but my wolf and I couldn’t allow him to die of grief.

“So now it’s time?” Calder asked, pulling me back into the present.

I shoved my hands into my pockets. “It’s time.”

“Well, you’d better say good-bye to Ricki or she’ll hunt your ass down.”

“I will,” I murmured.

“And Lach.”

I looked away from those knowing green eyes. “I doubt he’ll care.”

“Maybe he’ll surprise you,” he stated.

“Maybe.”

Though Calder might have been right, I didn’t intend to find out. Facing Lachlan’s indifference was more than I could bear. There was only so much pain I could take and I had already reached my limit.


Chapter Two
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Lachlan

The nearly inaudible sound of a light step on the kitchen floor snagged my attention. I blinked rapidly, wondering why my vision seemed dim. Then I realized that night had fallen.

Moving slowly, I pushed myself to my feet, rolling my shoulders and straightening my spine. I’d been sitting on my couch for the last few hours, unmoving.

I knew who was in my kitchen just from his scent. As I entered the room, I squinted as my eyes adjusted to the brightness of the lights. Calder turned from the counter where he was spooning food onto a plate and studied me.

“You look like shit,” he stated before turning back to what he was doing.

“Thanks for pointing that out,” I replied.

The scent of the food hit my nostrils and my stomach growled loudly.

“Good, you’re hungry. That means you’ll eat,” Calder drawled. “Sit down and I’ll bring the food to the table.”

I saw that he had filled two plates, which meant he intended to stay. Probably to make sure I ate as well, I thought darkly. I went to the fridge and grabbed two beers off the top shelf. I popped the tops and carried them to the table.

Calder joined me, setting a steaming plate of chicken, potatoes, and carrots in front of me. Three buttered rolls topped the pile of food. Without speaking again, he began to eat.

Though my stomach rumbled, I had no urge to eat. But I did it anyway. I forced myself to take the first bite, chewing the chicken slowly. Then another. I ate until I cleared most of my plate, barely tasting the hot food.

When my stomach felt full, I laid the fork aside and picked up the beer in front of me, knocking back a huge slug.

“Thanks for dinner,” I said to Calder, breaking the silence that had fallen between us as we ate.

He shrugged. “You’re welcome.”

“I’m kinda surprised you didn’t eat with Ricki and the pups though,” I drawled, draining the last of my beer. “I’d think she needs you to deal with those three.”

He laughed. “Not tonight. Her friends are all over, playing with the pups and drinking wine.”

“So you escaped.”

His eyes twinkling with contentment, Calder laughed again. “There was no escape about it. They kicked me out.”

A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth and Calder stared at me as though he were surprised to see the expression on my face. Then I realized I couldn’t remember the last time I’d smiled.

“They came over to cheer her up,” he continued.

“Cheer her up? Did she finally realize she’s stuck with you for the next few centuries?”

“Ha, ha, you’re hilarious.” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair. “No, she’s upset because Chloe left today.”

“What do you mean left?” I asked.

“Left. As in she packed her stuff and drove out of the compound this afternoon. Didn’t she tell you earlier?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t see her today.” The food I’d just eaten sat like a lead weight in my stomach. “When will she be back?” I wasn’t sure why I cared. I hadn’t cared about anything in eighteen months so the feeling was foreign to me.

“She’s not coming back,” Calder replied flatly.

Another strange sensation seized me, and I felt as though I’d had the wind knocked out of me. “Not coming back?” I repeated.

Calder reached out and grabbed his beer, drinking down the last of the bottle. “Nope.”

“Where did she go?”

“I don’t know,” he sighed.

“Why not?”

“Because she refused to tell me.” His eyes were serious when they met mine. “But I’m worried. I’m going to snoop around and see if I can’t figure out what’s going on.”

“Why did she leave? Did she tell you?”

Calder exhaled and I understood that he was frustrated. “She gave me a very good reason, but I don’t think it’s the whole story.” He got up and walked over to the fridge, pulling out two more beers and bringing them to the table. “You know her parents died a couple of years ago, right?”

I nodded. It had happened a short time before Chloe joined the pack. When I was still acting as alpha. I hadn’t been able to go to the funeral at the time, but I remembered Nadine and Matthew MacArthur well. He was a great alpha. As a couple, they were respected leaders and good people to boot.

“Chloe and her grandmother think that it wasn’t just a random killing by rogues, as the pack claimed. Chloe left her old pack because her alpha forbade her from investigating. Then, when she came here, we were dealing with the Faction and she had to put it on hold. She’s says it’s time for her to pick up where she left off and find out what really happened to her parents.”

“You think she’s lying?”

Calder shook his head. “No, she’s not lying, but she didn’t tell me the entire truth either. She’s hiding something and I’m not sure what it is. But I’m going to find out.”

We fell silent as we both heard footsteps approaching my back door. A few seconds later there was a light knock before Kerry Gayle stuck her head in the door. I felt a shaft of pain when I saw her. A witch like my mate Belinda had been, Kerry was now the head of her coven, having taken over when Belinda died. She had also been Claimed by a vampire named Finn not long after the Faction had been disbanded. Seeing her reminded me of what I had lost.

She smiled at us as she entered, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She seemed almost…sad. “Hey, Calder. Lachlan.”

“Things getting too wild for you over at my house?” Calder asked with a smirk.

Kerry shook her head and I noticed the envelope in her hand. “Uh, Calder, would you mind if I spoke to Lachlan alone? I have something for him.”

Calder studied her for a moment then picked up his beer and headed toward the door. “No problem. I’ll just go check on Ricki and the pups.”

When he reached her side, she put out her hand and touched his arm. “Don’t go too far,” she murmured softly, her blue eyes communicating something to Calder that I couldn’t read.

He seemed to understand though because he nodded. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

When the door shut behind him, Kerry didn’t move from her spot in the center of my kitchen. She looked at me, the sadness I sensed earlier clear on her face.

“You look better,” she stated softly.

I shrugged and sipped my beer. “I’m alive.” I realized I was being rude and gestured toward the chair that Calder had just vacated. “Why don’t you have a seat and tell me why you’re here?”

Kerry sighed and sat down, her fingers tightening on the envelope in her hand. “I’m not sure how to explain this. What I have to say is difficult.”

The back of my neck tightened at her words, the tension spreading to my shoulders. “Maybe it’s best if you just tell me.”

She took a deep breath and held out the envelope. “I have a letter for you from Belinda. It, uh, appeared in my library yesterday with instructions to give it to you today.”

My heart stopped beating at her words and I stared at the creamy paper she held out to me, my name scrawled across the front in elegant script. Slowly, I reached out and took the envelope from her, hyperaware of the coolness of the paper and the smooth feel of it beneath my fingers.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“Do you want me to, um, stay or would you prefer if I—”

“I’d like to do this alone, if you don’t mind,” I told her, not taking my eyes from the envelope in my hand.

She released a shaky breath. “I’ll ask Calder to—”

“No,” I stated, lifting my eyes to hers. “I’ll want some time alone after I read this. Tell him I’ll call him if I need him.”

The witch looked as though she wanted to argue, but she finally nodded and got to her feet. Before she opened the back door, she glanced over her shoulder at me. “I’m sorry, Lachlan.”

Then she was gone.

After the door shut behind her, I laid the envelope flat on the table, staring at my name. I could hear the quiet murmur of Kerry speaking to Calder outside, but I had little interest in trying to decipher what they were saying. My entire focus was on the letter in front of me. I didn’t want to open it. Didn’t want to see the words that Belinda had written to me before she died.

When I realized she was my mate and began my pursuit, Belinda had tried to keep me at a distance. She told me, over and over, that it was for the best if I waited until the threat of the Faction was gone. I’d managed to convince her otherwise. I’d marked her not long before she died.

Sometimes I wondered if she fought our connection so hard because she knew she was going to die and she didn’t want me to perish with her.

I heard Calder and Kerry walk away from my back porch and realized I needed to read the letter now. Calder would return in a little while, that much I knew. Whatever Belinda had written on these pages was private. For my eyes only. I didn’t want to share any of that with Calder or anyone else.

I flipped the envelope over and ran my fingers across the wax seal affixed to the flap. There, in the crest, was a wolf. It was Belinda’s crest, one she used when sending correspondence to other Covens. A magical seal that could only be opened by the person the letter was intended for. I’d laughed the first time I saw it, saying it was clear that she was meant for me.

I slid my thumb beneath the flap and the seal released easily. I withdrew several small sheets of cream-colored stationary, Belinda’s beautiful handwriting covering the pages.

I yearned to read it, to hear her voice speaking to me in my mind, yet I hesitated because I knew the heartache it would cause. It would hurt to remember her. Hurt to hear the words as though she were right here with me again.

I steeled myself for the pain and began to read.

My dearest Lach,

I met you today for the first time and already I am overwhelmed with what I feel for you.

I knew I would meet you, you see. I’ve had visions of you for months. But they didn’t prepare me for what I would feel today.

Our futures are intertwined. Tangled together, not only with each other but also with others. We are destined to be lovers, more than lovers. It feels strange for me, knowing all this when you do not.

Perhaps it is because I know how this will all end. By now, I’m sure you’ve realized what I already know—that I am not long for this world. I do not know when or how, but I will be forced to leave you behind. I thought I had made peace with it…until today.

But destiny does not change on a whim. What is coming to pass is for a larger purpose, greater than either of us. And, even now, I understand that you aren’t wholly mine, even if you do not.

When I am gone, Lachlan, you will be needed more than ever. I know you will want to die with me, that you will do your damnedest to wither away, but you can’t. I don’t want that for you. I want you to live. I want you to cherish each year. If not for yourself, for me. Your existence is more precious to me than my own and all I want is for you to have a full and happy life.

I can see you now, in my mind’s eye, shaking your head, but I’m demanding that you don’t ignore my desire. That’s right. Your mate is demanding something of you. And I know you, Lachlan. You will do anything in your power to give me what I want.

And what I want is for you to live…and to love again.

Don’t deny yourself happiness because I am gone. THAT ISN’T WHAT I WANT FOR YOU. And you shouldn’t want that for yourself.

Let me go, my love. Release yourself from the pain and the grief. It is time.

With my heart and soul, I love you.

Belinda

As I finished reading her words, my heart pounding in my chest and my lungs burning, a single drop of liquid hit the page next to her signature. I blinked, trying to focus my gaze on it as it was joined by another droplet. Lifting a hand, I touched my cheek, feeling the wetness on my skin.

I lifted my fingers to stare at them and realized I was crying. With a howl, I shot to my feet, my chair crashing to the floor behind me. As I lurched for the back door, I was already tearing at my clothes, leaving the tatters to fall where they would.

As soon as my feet hit the back porch, I launched my naked body into the air. When I landed in the grass, it was on four paws. Another howl tore from my throat and the sound felt as though it was ripped from my very soul.

Then I ran as if the hounds of Hell were behind me.


Chapter Three
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Chloe

My cell phone rang, right on schedule.

“Hi, Gram,” I greeted as I answered.

“Hi, darlin’. How are you doin’ today?”

“I’m good. How are you?”

“Fine as I ever am. How’s the fishing going?” she asked.

I looked out into the trees surrounding the cabin as I answered. “Frustrating. I’m having trouble getting a single bite.”

“Maybe you’re using the wrong bait.”

I shook my head and sighed in frustration. “No, I think my bait is fine. I just think I’m going after the wrong fish.”

“Hmmm. So what kind of fish should you be going after?”

“The biggest I can find,” I replied.

To anyone listening, our conversation would seem a bit odd but not necessarily out of the ordinary. What they wouldn’t realize is that we weren’t really talking about fish at all.

“Think you can track him down?” she asked.

“I’m closer than anyone realizes.”

“Well, let me know how that goes.”

“I will. Love you, Gram.”

We disconnected and I turned off the burner phone, setting it down on the railing that ran around the front porch. I took a deep breath and looked out over the property that Gram had arranged for me in Oklahoma. Outside of Tulsa, the small cabin and surrounding acreage were secluded. My closest neighbor was several miles away. There were trees all around the cabin and a small pond in a meadow several hundred yards away. It was tranquil and exactly what I needed.

Leaving the pack had thrown me off balance. I hadn’t expected it to be this difficult. I missed Calder and Ricki and their wild pups, but most of all, I missed Lachlan. Though he made it clear he’d rather not deal with anyone as he grieved the loss of his mate, he’d slowly begun to open up to me. We would sit together for hours by the lake on the MacIntire compound, sometimes in silence and sometimes reminiscing about our childhoods.

Being here at the cabin reminded me too much of what I was missing.

Realizing that I was sliding into the dark swirl of thoughts that had plagued me since I left the compound, I pushed myself away from the railing, snatched up the burner phone, and went inside the cabin. I wasn’t here to nurse a broken heart or wallow in loneliness. I had a job to do.

I missed my parents fiercely. In the past two years, there were so many times I wished I could have talked to them or asked for their advice. They weren’t traditional wolves by any means. Though my father was the alpha of the MacArthur pack, my mother had a huge role in his leadership. She tempered his ferocity and helped him understand the perspectives of others.

Though the name of the MacArthur pack hadn’t changed, my grandmother had been hearing rumors that nothing else was the same. Darrell Whelby took over the pack after my parents’ death, and I’d hoped he would follow their example. He’d been their second in command for nearly twenty years. I grew up around him, played with his children. He was the current chief of police in Prater and every one of the four officers who worked with him was a pack member.

People said Darrell ruled with fear and cruelty, yet no one had approached the Tribunal to have him removed, so I didn’t know how true those claims were. They didn’t fit in with the Darrell I knew, but I couldn’t be sure. After years as the enforcer for the Austin pack and then the MacIntire pack, I’d done things I never thought I’d do. Things that would have sickened me when I was younger but I knew they had to be done. Sometimes I even relished it. A good enforcer often had a dark side. It was a necessity in doling out punishment to those who broke the rules.

Then there were the whispers that Darrell had something to do with the death of my parents. That was what had truly gotten my grandmother’s attention. My father, Matthew, was her only son. His death had broken something within her. She’d wanted to come to Oklahoma when the rogues that killed him were caught, intent upon meting out her own brand of justice. Unfortunately, Darrell and the pack mates with him had slaughtered them during the fight.

Though Sophia MacArthur was frustrated that she didn’t get to spill their blood with her own hands, she was satisfied in the belief that justice was served.

Until a few months later. An anonymous voice on the phone had insisted that Darrell Whelby had been involved in the plot to kill my parents all along. It was enough to set my grandmother on the path that led me here. She’d quietly dug into Darrell’s past and the months leading up to that horrible night.

What she’d found was enough evidence to make us both question exactly what had happened.

It had taken two long years to get here, but we were finally going to get some answers.

For the past week, I’d been snooping around online, looking for any information on Darrell and other members of the pack. I was amazed at the kind of shit I found on their social media accounts. I didn’t have all the information I wanted before I approached Darrell, but I had a better idea of what their habits were and how to find them.

Unlike the MacIntire pack, the MacArthur pack didn’t have a compound. They all lived in Prater, Oklahoma. There were a few humans in the town, but the majority were half-bloods. One of their parents or grandparents had been a shifter but their blood had been so diluted they could no longer transition. They knew us for what we were and didn’t care.

The arrangement shouldn’t have worked, but it did.

Unfortunately, that was going to make it more difficult for me to be sneaky. With so many shifters in one place, I’d never blend in. Those who knew me would recognize my scent immediately and those who didn’t would still know that I wasn’t a pack member.

My only option was to approach the pack as the prodigal daughter and hope that they would welcome me back into the fold. There were many who hadn’t wanted me to leave the pack, who’d thought I was abandoning my birthright. They hadn’t understood why I didn’t want to lead.

But my parents did.

Especially my mother. I had the same itchy feet that she had in her youth, always wanting to go, to do, and to see. It was a rare trait in a wolf shifter, but one that she understood all too well. She knew I would be ready to settle down eventually and that I would be back, even if no one else believed it.

Now I just had to convince them.

I picked up my burner phone and turned it on. Slowly I typed in Darrell’s number. My thumb hovered over the button to connect the call as I took a deep breath. On my exhale, I pressed it and lifted the phone to my ear.

Darrell answered on the third ring.

“Chief Whelby.”

“Hi, Darrell, it’s Chloe.”

There was a long pause before he exclaimed, “Chloe MacArthur! Girl, it’s been years since I’ve heard from you. How are you doing?”

I managed to put a quaver in my voice when I answered, “Not so good, Uncle Darrell. I, uh, had some problems in the MacIntire pack and…” I trailed off, trying to make it sound as though I were holding back tears. “I-I have no where else to go.”

There was another long silence, this one rife with tension, which immediately made me suspicious. Finally, Darrell spoke. “Well, you come on back to Prater, darlin’. We’ll take good care of you.”

“Thank you so much, Uncle Darrell,” I said softly. “It means so much to me.”

“When can we expect you?” he asked, his own voice growing affectionate.

“Is tomorrow too soon?” I asked.

He laughed a little. “Not at all, darlin’. I’ll see you then and we’ll find you a place to stay.” He paused for a second. “I’m not trying to pry here, Chloe, but why are you coming to us instead of your grandmother, Sophia?”

I had my answer ready. “She’s furious that I’m leaving a third pack. She didn’t want me to leave Mom and Dad to begin with, but she said that this is the last straw.” I sniffled. “She said she’s done with me.” It was all a lie of course, but Darrell wouldn’t know that.

While Gram didn’t understand my wanderlust, she loved me enough to let me go my own way. Mostly because she knew I was too much of her granddaughter to be dissuaded. When Sophia MacArthur wanted something, she found a way to get it. I was just like her in that respect.

“Oh, my poor Chloe. Well, you come up here tomorrow. If you don’t mind something a little old and run down, I have a small cabin outside of town that you can use. That way you’ll have a little privacy while you get your head together.”

“That sounds perfect, Darrell. Thank you so much.”

“Call me when you get into town, okay?”

“I will,” I promised.

“See you tomorrow, Chloe.”

“Tomorrow, Darrell.”

I disconnected the call and set the phone on the table in front of me. Then I smiled.

It wouldn’t be long before I had the truth.


Chapter Four
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Lachlan

I groaned as I pushed the bar away from my chest, trembling from the effort. I settled the weights back on the rack with a clang and lay there panting. Fuck, how had I let myself spiral so far down that I could barely lift such a light amount?

Moving slowly, I rolled up into a sitting position and grabbed the bottle of water by my feet. Nine hundred pounds might be more than a normal human could bench press but it was the weight I used to load on the bar for a light workout.

I looked down at my shirtless torso and noticed that at least my ribs weren’t quite so pronounced any longer. Over the last week, my appetite had returned and I’d gained weight. My muscles were still leaner than they used to be, but the bulk was returning.

I heard the door slam overhead and Calder’s light step across my kitchen.

“Lach?” he called.

“In the basement,” I answered.

He came down the steps, stopping on the bottom to study me. “You still look like shit,” he commented, “But I’m glad to see that you’re putting on weight.”

It seemed like he said that every time he saw me these days. I laughed, the sound rusty and harsh. God, when was the last time I’d laughed? More than eighteen months ago, that was for sure.

“Fuck, Calder, if I’d known you were coming, I would have put on some make-up for you.”

He grinned, his green eyes twinkling with mischief. “I’ll be sure to call ahead next time and bring my camera.”

I flipped him off as I lifted the water bottle to my mouth to take another huge gulp. “What’s up?” I said after I drained the last of the liquid.

The smirk on his face faded as he came further into the makeshift gym I’d set up in my basement, settling his ass on another weight bench. “I just got a call from Brian Kirkpatrick.”

My brows lifted. “The alpha down in Houston?”

He nodded. “Yeah and something…feels off. He says he wants to meet. That he has something important to discuss with me but that we have to do it face-to-face.”

“Is it about the Faction?”

Calder shook his head. “I don’t think so. He said it was personal. But there’s just something about that guy that gives me a bad feeling.”

I knew exactly what he meant. Brian Kirkpatrick was not an alpha to be trifled with. He was ruthless, cunning, and had a deeply rooted sadistic streak I’d only seen in action once, but once was enough.

“Are you taking the meet?” I asked.

“That’s why I’m here,” he replied. “I wanted your advice.”

I got to my feet and moved over to the chin up bar I had set up in the corner. “What do you mean?”

Calder grunted in frustration. “I mean, do you think I should take the meet or not? I’ve only met him a couple of times, but you know him well. Is this likely to turn into a clusterfuck, or do you think he just wants to talk?”

I hopped up, grabbing the bar and began to pull myself up, smooth and slow. “As alpha, you can’t afford to offend your closest allies, Calder. I wouldn’t want to do it, but I would. If he needs help and we can provide it, we should. Because you never know when the situations will be reversed.”

He was silent for a few moments as I continued to do pull-ups. “I want you there,” he finally stated. “You have excellent instincts and it’s time for you to get involved in the pack again.” It wasn’t the request of a friend, but the command of an alpha.

My rhythm faltered for a moment before I continued. “Okay. Then I’ll be there. When’s the meet?”

“Tomorrow.”

I stopped and dropped back down to the ground, turning to face him. “Tomorrow?”

He nodded.

“That’s pretty damn quick.”

“Exactly,” Calder replied. “I’m not sure I can trust him. I feel like he’s up to something, but I can’t figure out what the fuck it might be.”

“I agree. He’s up to something.” I stared down at my shoes for a moment, thinking. “I’ll make some calls, see if I can find
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