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Chapter
One

 


Joe Johnson laughed as his two best
friends embraced him. He’d not seen either of them since he had
turned eighteen and decided to leave the pack to spread his
wings—and to learn
who he was.

Now at twenty-five years old, he was back and ready to start
learning everything he needed to take over from his father when the
time was right.

“It is so good to have you back with us,”
Ryan said, slapping him on the shoulder.

“What was it like being so far away from
home?” Wade asked, holding up a beer.

Joe shrugged. “It is what it is.” He went
out in the world to find himself. His father, William, told him that in life he would
have to make some tough decisions, and those decisions were going
to change his life. He was expected to become the alpha of this
pack when his father decided to step aside. He knew it would be a
long time before his father gave up the reigns.

As wolves, they aged a lot differently, so
even though his father was close to eighty years old, he didn’t look a day over
forty. His mother, Callie, was the same. They had met and bonded
when they were in their forties.

Wolves were supposed to have
a fated mate—one person in the world who was designed to be
theirs for the rest of their lives. The only problem was, not all
fated mates lived within the same pack. Also, some packs didn’t get
along with others. Not every single male was an alpha, and not all
alphas liked to have many of them in charge. It caused
conflict.

Joe knew he held alpha traits, and before
he left, although he
hadn’t meant to, he had challenged his father. It was then he
realized he needed to leave to handle his anger, and not live under
his father’s control.

Now, seven years later, he realized he wasn’t under his father’s
control at all. His dad was an amazing alpha. He had stumbled onto
other packs, seen how brutal they could be, and knew his father was
nothing like those men. His father was kind, sweet, charming, but
he did keep the pack working and in order, which was exactly what
the pack needed.

“It is what it is? What the fuck is that?”
Wade asked.

“And where is the fucking welcoming
committee? I thought your dad would be all over that shit.
Certainly your mom,” Ryan said.

Joe laughed. “I asked them not to. I don’t
want to make it a big
deal that I’m back.” Instead, he’d opted to enjoy a quiet dinner
with his family, to swear his loyalty to his father, and to meet
his friends in the only local bar. The pack did enjoy drinking, but
very few of the wolves got drunk. Their wolf metabolism prevented
them from being drunk for very long.

“Shit, man, nah, that shouldn’t be
acceptable. You’re back. That means all the women
will be wanting you, man. The
full moon is next week, and trust me, it is going to be one big,
giant orgy.” Wade gave a whistle and a groan.

“Is that why you came back?” Ryan asked. “Missing some wolf
pussy?”

Joe laughed but didn’t confirm it.

They were his friends, but they clearly
hadn’t grown up since he had left. Neither of them appeared to be
mated. The full moon was
a week away. Joe had known it was coming and he’d made the decision
to come back home. He no longer wanted to be alone, and nothing was
keeping him away anymore.

Now all he wanted to do was settle down.
He’d already moved into the small apartment his father had built for him above the garage.
His sister was pissed as she hoped to have it for herself, but
Lucie was going to have to wait.

“So, tell me what’s been going on with the two of you?” Joe
asked, wanting to change the conversation.

Wade started to talk about a couple of the
women he’d been enjoying.

He took another long swig of his beer and
breathed deeply. The moment he did, something sensational assaulted
his senses. Joe tensed up and he couldn’t help but ignore Wade
telling them about his
latest conquest and what she could do with her mouth and
throat.

Joe lost interest and began to glance
around the bar. That smell was amazing. It was like the most
intense vanilla cake with the sweetest frosting, but it wasn’t just
that smell. The smell of
meatballs and a heavenly tomato sauce, and the sweetest bacon with
maple syrup.

His body tightened.

“Yo, Joe, what’s the problem, man?” Wade
asked.

“Can you smell that?” Joe asked.

“Smell what?”

Joe began to walk through the bar as he
moved from person to
person. The smell got even more intense, but suddenly it
disappeared and faded.

He looked toward the door to find it
closed.

Rushing out into the night, he stopped as
he looked down the street. There was a woman walking away, and
without thinking, he rushed to her side, grabbing her arm. She let
out a cute little yelp,
and her hands went into fists as she looked at him. The smell was
right there.

His senses, as well as his wolf, were going into overdrive,
and he stared into Darcy Pine’s eyes. She was a forty-year-old
woman, unmated, and he had often heard some of the pack refer to
her as being unwanted.

He hadn’t seen her in a long time. Whenever he did, though, he
couldn’t help but look her way. She always drew his attention, even
when he was growing up. She was the nicest person in the whole
pack, and some of the pack took advantage of that.

Staring at her now, she offered him a smile.
“Mr. Johnson, I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize you were back.” She
released her fists and held her hand out.

Holy fucking shit, this was his mate.

She wasn’t wearing her brown hair back, as he remembered her
always wearing it in a loose ponytail. His heart raced.

“Joe,” he said. “My name is Joe.”

“Yes, I remember. When did you get back?”
Darcy asked.

Wade and Ryan arrived at his side. She
looked between all three.

“Is there a problem?” She frowned as she
looked at
them.

“No, there’s no problem at all,” Joe said.
“I shouldn’t have grabbed you like that.” He let her go and she
smiled at him.

“Well, you guys have a nice night.” She pulled away, turned on her
heel, and left.

“Dude, what’s the problem?” Wade asked.

Joe watched as Darcy left. He knew
exactly where she would be
going. She’d be walking to her small cottage. She lived close to
the outskirts of town, and had a small yard. She loved to garden
and did a lot of homey things. He’d heard some people say no man
wanted to mate her as she was so boring.

Darcy was his mate.

Is that why he had been fascinated with
her all his life? Even the last seven years, he had tried not to think about her, but
she had often invaded his thoughts. His friends didn’t know about
his little obsession with the cute brunette.

No one knew that on Valentine’s
Day, he’d saved up his pocket
money and sent her flowers, or that he’d been the one to give her a
card.

Darcy had never told anyone. He didn’t
know why she hadn’t, but on a day for love, he’d wanted her to know
he was thinking about her. He also made sure he sent her birthday cards, Christmas
cards, and presents.

“It’s nothing.”

“You know, some shit never changes, and I
feel for her, man, I
do,” Ryan said.

Joe turned toward Ryan. “Why?”

“No one ever wants her. I hear she’d bore
the balls right off a man.” Ryan tutted.

Joe’s hands clenched into fists, but he
wasn’t about to punch his friend.

He couldn’t help but glance down to see
that Darcy had already turned to leave. Running a hand down his
face, he was going to have to tell his father, but first, he
would have to face
Darcy.

She must have felt it as well. They were
mates, and there was no
getting away from that.

He should have known there was more to his crush and little
obsession. Darcy was his, and now that he was sticking around, he
wasn’t going to let her go.

 


****

 


The following morning Darcy opened her
front door, and she wasn’t surprised to find Joe
standing
there.

“Joe, is everything okay?” she asked.

The alpha’s son stared at her and she felt
her heart start to race.

“Hello, Darcy,” he said. “You and I both
know why I am here.”

She tensed up. Last night
had been so scary. She
looked past his shoulder, but no one was waiting in the wings to
laugh and mock her. Nibbling her lip, she didn’t know if she should
try to avoid the truth or give him a chance.

“Come in,” she said.

Stepping away from the door, she moved to
the kitchen, so that the
island separated them. This was insane. Joe was younger than
her.

He had his whole life ahead of him, and
she had gotten used to being alone. She had gone on dates, but none
of them had ended well. Some of the guys she dated only wanted to have meaningless sex,
which she wasn’t interested in.

She heard Joe close her front door and
seconds later, he stood in her kitchen. Her home was small and
cozy, which was one of
the many things she loved about it, but right now, it seemed a
little too small with Joe in her kitchen.

Neither of them spoke for several minutes.
They just looked at each other, and she didn’t know how to say what
needed to be said.

“Did you have a good trip?” she asked.

“You’re my mate, Darcy.”

She pressed her lips together and looked at him. “I, er, I …
do you want a drink?”

“You’re not denying it.”

She reached for the kettle but then
stopped herself and turned toward him. Rubbing at her temple, she
released a sigh. “I … ugh, I don’t know what to say, Joe.”

He put his hands on her countertop. “Tell me
you feel it too?”

Darcy looked at him and she didn’t know what to do or say. What
should she tell him?

The truth.

“Yes.” She hadn’t felt anything like this.
Her heart raced, her nipples felt heavy, and her
pussy was slick. Her
wolf, which was quite happy to be calm and relaxed, wanted to go
and rub herself all over Joe.

Joe went to round the counter but she held
her hand out. “Stop.”

She moved away from him.

“What the fuck, Darcy?”

“I’m forty years old, Joe. I’m older than
you. You’re the alpha’s son!” She couldn’t quite believe it. For as
long as she could remember, she had wanted a mate, someone to call
her own, and to be loved by another.

Not once had her dreams been given, and
now, the man that was meant to be hers was fifteen years her junior. There was no way
William Johnson would stand for it.

“I don’t give a flying fuck about that. I’m
your mate, Darcy.”

“Maybe it is an error,” Darcy said.
“You’re so young and
you’ve just come back, and…”

“And what?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I’m kind of panicking right
now. I don’t know if you can see that.”

“I can see that. Are you saying you’re
rejecting me?” he asked.

She instantly recoiled at the dirty word.
“No, I’m not rejecting you.”

He went to move closer to her, and she took another step, trying
to keep a good distance between them.

She had no idea what her wolf was going to
do. Darcy wasn’t used to feeling this unpredictable.
She didn’t know how her body
was going to react.

Staring at him, she felt her wolf wanting to
get to him.

Mine.

Ours.

Mate.

Get him.

Keep him.

“Then what are you doing?” he asked.

“I don’t know, I’m trying not to panic. Does
that answer your question?” she asked.

“You’re trying not to panic?”

“Yes. I … I honestly don’t have a
clue what to do. You’re the
alpha’s son and I know William and Callie are not going to be happy
with this. They want the very best for their son.”

“And you don’t think you’re the very best?”
he asked.

“No, I’m not. I’m … me. I’m Darcy Pine, the
lonely wolf that no one wants.” She couldn’t help but wrap her arms
around her body.

She knew the pack in their own way loved
her, but none of them wanted to be with her. She bored people.

Darcy had heard the rumors of what the men
had said about her. They found her quiet life boring, they also hated the fact she didn’t
want to have sex with them.

“I’m not even saying that for pity or for
anything other than the truth. It is the truth.” She took a deep
breath and forced a smile to her lips.

“I’m in front of you right now and I’m
telling you that I want you. I want all of you,” Joe said. “Don’t
run. Please, let me get
closer to you.”

“I don’t think this is a good idea.”

He took a step toward her, and against her
better judgment she stayed perfectly still. She
waited, bated breath,
and tried not to panic.

Her wolf was happy with him getting closer, but she was trying
not to panic. It was getting harder and harder.

Joe was within touching distance, and she
couldn’t help but reach out and place her hand on his chest. She
felt real fear and confusion.

“I’m here,” he said.

“I know you’re here.”

She took a deep breath.

Joe put his hand right on top of hers and
the wolf inside her instantly calmed. “I don’t know what to do,” she said.

Joe reached for her other hand
and locked their fingers
together. She stared down at where they were joined and for several
seconds, neither of them spoke. It could have been minutes,
actually. The concept of time now was lost on her.

“How about we try something a little
different?”

“Different?” she asked.

“Yeah, how about we try and keep this to
ourselves?”

Darcy lifted her head and looked into his
eyes. “A secret?”

“Yeah, like you and I are the only ones
that know. No one ever truly knows who is mated until they confirm
it and then there’s
marriage and you know, mating to one another.”

“Marriage?” She was trying not to panic. “Don’t you think
your dad is going to be angry?”

“No, I don’t.”

She had her doubts. “I’m older than
you.”

“So?” he asked. “Guys go out with older
women all the time. Girls go out with older guys. It’s a thing. You
know. Even younger guys go out with older guys, and younger girls
go out with older girls. Okay, I think I’m repeating myself.”

She started to chuckle. “It’s fine.”

“Do I make you nervous?” he asked.

“Ugh, yeah and no. Yeah, because I’m not used to this, and no,
again, I’m so confused and I don’t know why.” She tried not to
laugh, but it came out with a bit of a snort, and somewhat
hysterical. “I have no idea what I’m saying.”

“How about I come over tonight, and we spend some time
together?” he asked.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Darcy said.

“Why not?”

“I’m kind of … how do I put
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