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Chapter One

 


Declan wanted to head south, had planned to
head south the entire time, but the wolf hot on his tail had driven
him north against his will. He’d been running for days with the
other wolf nipping at his heels with an unusual sense of
determination. As often as he and his twin brother Lachlan had been
chased out of different territories over the years, he’d never been
chased for so long by another wolf. There’d been one determined set
of betas from a puma clowder a few years back that had chased him
and Lachlan for a couple days at the order of their alpha, but
wolves tended to be different. They didn’t normally stray far from
whatever territory their pack had claimed, so Declan and Lachlan
had always been able to outrun them in the end.

This was different.

This time the wolf who’d run him out of the
territory they’d been in had kept on him long after he and Lachlan
had been forced to split up. A handful of days later and still
running, Declan was exhausted. Only his superior speed had allowed
him to keep one step ahead of the sleek brown wolf that was tailing
him so far. Declan wasn’t sure exactly how long he’d been on the
move, but the ache in his bones and the exhaustion that was quickly
working its way through him told him that he probably didn’t want
to know. Still Declan didn’t think he could keep up the pace he’d
been forced to set for too much longer.

Breathing ragged, Declan pushed himself
harder, forced his legs to keep moving despite the way his paws
were beginning to stumble over nothing. He could still hear the
other wolf, could smell him when the winds changed, and he knew he
was too tired, too hungry and weak, to put up much of a fight.
Plus, the still slowly healing wound on his side was draining his
strength faster than he wanted to admit. The claw marks were the
reason he and Lachlan had tried to barter for some time from the
pack the beta that was chasing him belonged to.

They’d run afoul of a bear about a week
before, and Declan had taken a heavy paw to the side in an attempt
to protect his brother. Lachlan, wracked with misplaced guilt and
anger over the wound, had talked him into seeking out refuge with
the pack that they’d caught wind of a short distance to the north.
Declan had been reluctant at first, but the thought of finding a
territory they could settle in to get some rest, even if it was
only for a few weeks, was too tempting to pass up.

It hadn’t ended well to say the least. The
alpha had been willing to hear their case, had seemed interested in
what Declan had been willing to offer in exchange. Yet as soon as
their identities became known, they’d been chased out. As a result
the healing that Declan had already done had slowly begun to
unravel. The strain his body was being put through had drained the
energy he would have normally used for healing, and as a result the
wound was unable to close as quickly as it should have.

He wasn’t losing blood anymore but the
injury, three deep grooves that were cut into the flesh of his
side, throbbed in synch with his heartbeat. The straps of the small
pack on his back dug into his side painfully as he ran, but Declan
refused to slow down long enough to shimmy out of it. Besides, the
bag, a twin to the one his brother carried, was filled with things
that he could ill afford to lose if something happened. Things like
a change of clothes, a disposable cell phone, cash; things that
they’d need to move quickly. Without it he’d be stuck moving around
in his wolf form no matter what, that or forced to steal some
clothes from somewhere. Theft was something both he and Lachlan
tried to avoid for a number of reasons. Mainly it had to do with
the fact that the kind of extra attention they would undoubtedly
gain was likely to attract hunters.

And once hunters were on their trail they
were always hard pressed to shake them. Those people would run a
were to ground if they were suspected of having put a paw out of
line for even a second. With some hunters that didn’t even mean
they had to hurt someone or anything of that nature. Declan had
more than one memory of being run out of towns for various bullshit
reasons, but he and Lachlan had always moved on peacefully. It was
better than trying to start a fight with a group of insane assholes
armed with guns and pouches of wolfsbane. Plus, any hunter who
might find out who they actually were would be twice as determined
to hunt them down.

A loud howl from entirely too close behind
him startled Declan, and he stumbled and went down hard. He yelped
as pain flared through his side but he regained his feet quickly,
turned his attention back to his surroundings and forced himself to
move forward. The wind shifted suddenly, and Declan reared back in
surprise and skidded to a halt as his senses screamed at him that
he was about to cross the border into another pack’s territory. The
sound of the wolf on his tail caused his heart to hammer even
harder in his chest and Declan, trapped between a wolf out for his
blood and the border to an unknown pack’s territory, had a decision
to make.

The wolf behind him snarled, low and
threatening as his indecision helped it to close the distance
between them even quicker, and Declan made a split second choice.
He threw himself over the borderline, turned his muzzle towards the
wind, and ran hell bent for where the scent of pack was strongest.
He heard the wolf behind him hesitate for a moment before he
followed Declan over the line. Declan did his best to ignore the
pain in his side and pushed himself to run even faster.

Declan had just skidded his way around a
large oak tree when something slammed into his injured side hard.
His vision darkened at the sudden burst of agony that tore through
him as he went flying and hit the ground with a muffled thud.
Declan’s first instinct was to come up snarling, teeth bared and
hackles raised, but before he could move he caught the scent of
what had hit him.

Alpha.

The scent was strong and thick and male. A
potent mix of forest leaves and bitter dark chocolate, it made
Declan want to roll over and show his belly, to offer up his neck
in submission before such a powerful wolf. Instead he flattened
himself out against the ground and squeezed his eyes closed tightly
as he tried to fight the dizziness that was closing in around the
edges of his mind. If the alpha was going to kill him, there wasn’t
much Declan could do about it in the first place. Even in peak
condition he didn’t stand a chance against such a powerful wolf on
his own. The best he could hope for would be for the alpha to
acknowledge the fact that he’d immediately backed down. Hopefully
after that he would let Declan speak and plead his case before he
made his choice to either kill Declan or chase him out.

Just then Declan heard the brown wolf, the
one who’d been chasing him, burst through the underbrush behind
him. There was a roar and an answering bark of aggression, and
Declan could feel it in the air the moment the two wolves clashed.
There were the sounds of fighting, of fangs and claws on fur as
they ripped at each other. Then there was a high-pitched yelp and
the scent of fresh blood was in the air and the sounds faded.
Declan knew the other wolf was still alive, could hear its heart
beat in the air around him, but he also knew it was injured.

He wanted to get to his feet, wanted to flee
from being trapped between an alpha and a beta who, while now
injured, was out for his blood. Instead he curled in on himself as
much as he could despite the wound on his side because he knew
better. If he ran all he would manage to accomplish would be to
give the alpha a chase as well as the brown wolf, something that
Declan knew would more than likely end in his death.

In the next second the alpha let out a
rumbling growl so loud and deep that Declan could feel it in his
bones, and it sent a harsh shiver down his spine. When he felt the
air around him shift, Declan dared to open his eyes and glance
around quickly. The sight that greeted him was surprising. The
brown wolf was bleeding sluggishly from a place high on his neck as
well as fresh claw marks across his muzzle. Despite that he still
paced back and forth some distance away, hackles raised and teeth
bared as he stared in Declan’s direction. The surprise however came
at the fact that directly in between the wolf and Declan stood the
strange alpha. He was massive, his chest wide and strong and his
coat, a mix of dark greys and black, looked thick and heavy. Declan
shifted slightly despite his attempts to keep still and when the
alpha flashed a quick but relatively unconcerned look in his
direction Declan saw that his eyes were a vibrant crimson.

The beta wolf across the way postured for a
moment or two more but when the alpha took a single threatening
step forward he tucked tail and ran, limping, back the way they’d
came. The alpha stared after his retreating form for a moment or
two before he turned back towards Declan. They gazed at each other
in silence before Declan once again lowered his eyes in an act of
submission. The alpha made a pleased chuffing noise in the back of
his throat as he stepped forward and to Declan’s surprise began to
sniff lightly at Declan’s own dark fur.

Declan stayed frozen as the alpha checked
him over slowly. A whimper escaped him against his will when the
larger wolf’s muzzle bumped against the wound hidden in the thick
fur on his side. The alpha backed away then with a loud snort, and
Declan wasn’t surprised when the other wolf’s fur began to ripple
and shift as the change overtook him.

The man that soon stood in the wolf’s place
was tall, wide chested and broad shouldered with skin tanned bronze
from the sun. His hair was thick and dark where it curled loosely
at the nape of his neck, and when Declan dared to meet his eyes
again he saw that they were a deep russet color. Declan could
almost still see the red in them, the color that marked the man as
alpha. His jaw was strong with a layer of thick stubble, and his
lips were lush and full even though they were twisted into a deep
frown that made his face look entirely too foreboding for Declan’s
taste.

All in all Declan wasn’t surprised by how
powerful the man looked, not when his wolf had been so large and
obviously strong. He was however surprised by the twist of arousal
that shot through him at the sight of the alpha’s body, thick
muscled and strong with narrow hips and his cock half hard and
nestled in a bed of
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