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Chapter 1

GRAYSON

My head was spinning.

Everything was a blur, my ears were ringing and my stomach felt like |

was about to churn out all my intestines. What the hell had just happened?

| opened my eyes. Still disoriented, | looked around the

room, trying to get my bearings, although it was very difficult.

One second | was in my room with Kyle and three red-eyed vampires, and
the next, | was in a forest in front of hundreds of newborn vampires and Azazel,

all of them determined to kill me and my pack members. .

| was relieved when | realized | was back in my room once more, lying on

the hardwood floor.

Though my body was sore and weak — an effect of some kind of magic,
I'm sure — the pain that coursed through me wasn't coming. And so on. My initial

concern.
War.

Azazel's threatening words were fresh on
my mind.

“Tell my brother to prepare. Alpha Grayson. Your

time as king is over,” he said. "We are coming."
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| became aware that there were other people in the room, and once, the

ringing in my ears stopped. | was able to register what they were saying.

They were arguing. One person in particular. looked like
really upset. | recognized your voice.

"Do something!" Kyle's angry tone rang out. “Why are we standing still

when my alpha just passed out? Minnie-*

“l assure you, he's fine, young beta,” someone interrupted. Zagan. The
king of vampires. Azazel's brother. “I beg you to take your hands off my body

before | decide to rip them off.”

"Oh yeah? | would like to see you try.” Kyle challenged.

"You are not the only one in this room with vampire abilities."

| groaned and rolled onto my side, not wanting to hear any more of their
incessant arguments.

All heads turned to me. Kyle was at my side in less than a second, using

his newfound vampire speed to move in a single blurry motion.

He crouched down next to me. “Alpha,” he sighed, “Are you okay?”

| shook my head and forced myself to sit up even though my body was
weak. "l am fine. Disoriented.” | looked at Zagan, who had moved to stand beside

Kyle. “What the hell just happened?”

“You tell me,” he replied in a deep voice. "What you saw?"

I got up slowly, grunting with the effort. My wolf growled. He didn't like

feeling weak, especially
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now, when so much was at stake. “Azazel,” | said. "He is coming."

| heard Kyle catch his breath. “Have you seen Azazel?”

"When?" Zagan snapped, stepping forward with interest.
“When is he coming?”

| shook my head. “There is no way to be sure. | don't know how
fast your army of newborn vampires can run.” My teeth grind together.
“Soon, though. Tonight."

Zagan's eyes narrowed. Minnie and Casimir, real vampires and
two of Zagan's children, looked at their father in shock. Her tension and
anxiety were tangible in the air.

“Azazel Clan is back?” Minnie whispered. His already high-pitched
voice seemed to rise an octave in fear. “Dad, did you know about this?”

Zagan nodded. “The beta informed me in his letter. That's why
we waste no time in helping this bunch.”

“We have to act quickly,” I told Kyle. “Prepare the
flock to battle. Let them know what happened.”

Kyle was already halfway to the door. "In him!" his departing
voice shouted as he ran down the hall.

| turned to the three vampires, watching them through narrowed
eyes. It was a little disturbing how similar they all looked with their
straight black hair, thin bodies and striking red eyes.

They were smaller than werewolves and therefore not as strong.
It didn't matter, though. Vampire training focused less on strength and
power and more on strategy and stealth.

It was as if their motto was: “Work harder

smarter, not harder”. And it worked for them.

Page 7 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

As | studied his startling but dazzling red eyes, | couldn't help
but glance in the mirror beside me, noticing that my own usually
green eyes were also red at the moment.

However, unlike the three Mortar, mine were darker, clouded
in darkness with the presence of my wolf.
| could feel both my vampire and wolf pressing into my
consciousness.

It wasn't intrusive as neither was trying to take over; they
were just revved up and ready for battle, eager for any reason to
break free.

| looked away from my reflection quickly, tensing with anger.
The last time | saw my eyes that color was when Azazel took
control of my body, showing his true eyes as he stared at our
reflection.

| flinched, suddenly being pulled back into memaories of being
in my own personal hell. My mind involuntarily replayed a scene
from the last few months.

| was watching my hand smack Belle, my mate, the love of
my life, across her beautiful face, out of control, watching in horror
as she flew sideways with force.

But the worst came after the strike. Belle looked at me, her
blue eyes filled with embarrassment... and apologized.

She apologized to me. Even though it was my hand that had
just scratched her skin, she thought that she was the one who had
done something wrong.

Twice. Azazel had hit her twice, taking complete delight in
the fact that she thought | was the one
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was doing it. And every once in a while, Belle apologized to him.

Genuine apologies, too, were those which evidenced his
repentance. | didn't know what she was ashamed of, but God, |
could feel it. | could feel his unworthiness growing with each
passing day.

She was so hard on herself, beating herself up and racking
her brain over what she had done wrong. She wanted to fix

whatever it was, not knowing it had absolutely nothing to do with
her.

| was screaming inside my head the entire time, beating
against the bonds that kept me trapped. It felt like | was drowning.

| struggled so hard trying to overcome the control Azazel had
about me so | could go to my mate.

| knew she wasn't eating or sleeping. | knew she was being
spat on by every member of the pack. | could feel how weak she
was getting. But | couldn't do shit.

Every day, | expected her to leave and run away from here.
But every day | still felt her in this house made me completely
furious with Azazel for doing this to her.

| wanted to tell her to get out, talk to Kyle or Elijah or
someone, anyone, and get the hell out of here. | couldn't understand
why she stayed. Why the hell didn't she run away?

Of course, Azazel told her that he wanted her for the power
she could give him, demanding that she stay because of it. But
really, he wouldn't have noticed if she was gone.
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And that's what killed me. If she was getting scared of being
punished if she got caught, her fear wasn't necessary. Azazel's
mind was occupied with other problems.

| knew this because | had spent over two months listening to
his thoughts; | basically knew every detail about the former vampire
King.

He wasn't impressed that she was human, and although he
found her attractive — and | loved reminding myself — he wasn't
really interested in having her around.

He only tried to sleep with her because he wanted to tease

me and make me weak. But, surprise, surprise, trying to mate with
an alpha male's female doesn't make them weak.

No, it had the opposite effect — it made me furious. | was so
blinded with rage every time he laid a hand on her that, finally, my
wolf was able to break out of possession and take over to care for
our mate.

Azazel learned from that experience. Seeing my mate get
hurt made me furious enough to break free of the hold he had on
me.

He knew then that the best way to really weaken me was to
stay away from Belle. And he did just that. He starved the mate
bond. And when | felt my companion slowly diminish, | disappeared
along with her.

It wasn't until two nights ago that Azazel tried to mate with

Belle again. Only this time, it wasn't to insult or piss me off —
although it definitely did both.

Azazel noticed that someone had tampered with his desk,
which meant that one of my pack members knew about the letters
he was sending to Azazel's Clan.
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It was the first time | felt him feel real fear.

Knowing that their war could happen sooner than he expected,
he decided he wanted to complete the mating bond with Belle in
order to be as strong as possible during the battle.

When Belle refused, to my absolute fucking relief, he didn't
hesitate to kick her aside and pick another one.

Azazel was unaware that this was the decision that finally
freed Belle. She was heartbroken, but at the thought that | didn't
want her, she was finally able to force herself to leave.

And although it made me proud at the time, it made me
physical pain thinking about how long it took.

Why didn't she leave before then? The door was wide open.
God, why did she stay in this bloody gang house where she was
being abused and treated like nothing more than dirt on the soles
of someone's shoes?

Did she think she deserved this? Did she expect this to be
her new life?

She was worth so much more than all of that, and | thought
she'd know it, because hell, she's so much stronger than anyone
could ever imagine.

She had been through so much. And yet, every time
her life burned, she still managed to rise from the ashes.

| get it now though.

With each day that Belle continued to endure my abuse
without retaliating, it became clearer that perhaps she had faced
too many fires, that her life had burned too many times.
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She became convinced that, after a certain point, fires were no
longer coincidences or accidents. When fires follow the same person
wherever they go, it is evident that that person has an affinity for starting
them.

And so, Belle let herself be burned. My strong companion watched

in defeat as the fire began to consume her more
once.

Because, according to her, no matter what she did, the fires followed
her wherever she went. She escaped only when the pain became too
great, when the burns were too much to bear.

When she thought | had rejected her to be with
other.

| had no doubt that the burns she suffered would leave scars. It
wouldn't be easy to gain her trust again, but fuck if | wasn't up for the
challenge.

| wouldn't give up until | had her back in my arms. | would never let
her go again. Together, we would rebuild her until she remembered how
strong she really was.
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Chapter 2

GRAYSON

“Go with the beta,” Zagan told Minnie and Casimir after Kyle

left the room. “Inform the wolves how to fight the vampires during
battle.”

They nodded and headed in the direction Kyle had taken.

Once alone, Zagan and | faced each other. | didn't hide my
narrow gaze. | wanted him to know that | didn't trust him. Not yet,
at least.

How the vampire king ended up in my room, in front of the

bed where my mate and | were supposed to sleep, was beyond
me.

Never in a million years did | think | would allow this to
happen. My wolf and | were on edge with all the

situation. | was looking forward to leaving.

| didn't want to stay here with him, knowing | should go help
get my pack ready, but | had questions that needed answering.

Zagan looked around as he approached me, surveying the
large suite. He nodded in approval. “I have to say, Alpha, your
pack house is very impressive.”

| almost scoffed. This was coming from the man who had
lived in a castle all his life.
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The royal family's palace was considered incredible, housing

some of the most celebrated figures ever known in the supernatural
world.

| couldn't tell if he meant this comment as demeaning or
genuine. Anyway, | chose not to answer, crossing my arms over
my chest in silence.

Zagan was unaffected by my obvious disdain. He laughed

softly, shaking his head. “I just saved your life, Alpha,” he reminded
me. “There is no need for disdain.”

| growled softly. | didn't like that he talked to me like | was
one of his pouting kids. "You'll have to excuse me if | have a hard
time trusting vampires right now." | answered.

Zagan nodded, his amusement fading slightly. "Yes, well, |
suppose that's something | can understand." He paused, crossing
his own arms to match mine.

He met my gaze with the same intense ferocity.

“| feel pressured to remind you that | am not your enemy.

We share the same goal. We both have a lot to lose if my brother
takes the throne.”

The tension in my shoulders didn't ease with his words,
although | knew there was an aspect of truth in them.

As leaders, we would both have the blood of our people on

our hands if we failed. Thousands of people would die if Azazel
succeeded.

But none of that meant | had to trust him.
At that moment, | would only consider staying by his side during
the upcoming battle.
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This alliance was hard for me to get into, but | knew | had

to do this for the welfare of my pack.

Kyle did the right thing by contacting Zagan Mortar. But if Zagan truly
deserved my trust, not just my partnership, he would have to earn it. | wouldn't

hand it over yet.

“How did Azazel get into my mind?” | asked, changing the subject to

something useful.

Zagan raised his eyebrows. “What time? Right now? Or

when he took over your body two months ago?”

| hated the fact that he had to ask for clarification on when a vampire had
taken control of my body.

"Right now."

I knew how Azazel had taken over two years ago.

months. | had access to your thoughts. He used dark magic the night the

vampires entered my territory, the night that changed everything.

Azazel had practically planned every second. With Adalee's help, the
vampires managed to distract me and my warriors just long enough for Azazel to

slip into the territory unnoticed.

When | decided to go back to Belle, all alone in the forest without my pack

members to help me, Azazel knew this was his opportunity to strike.

A few days before that, Azazel stole a dark potion from a witch. Made
specifically for vampires, it allowed the user to enter the mind and take control of

the body of anyone they bit.
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All they had to do was find a piece of the object they wanted
to possess and place it in the potion. Maybe a hair or a fingernail.

| was sure Adalee had helped with that part of the plan as
well. The vampire would then coat its fangs with the potion and
bite the person it wished to control.

Afterwards, they could enter their subject's mind and take
over their body. Just like Azazel had done to me.

“I'm sure you've heard the phrase 'All magic has a price'?”
Zagan began to explain.

| shook my head.

“Well, it looks like the price Azazel had to pay was forging a
connection with you. You saw him with his army, am | correct?”

| shook my head again. “He was preparing them
into battle.”

“That it was a significant moment in Azazel's life, a turning
point. He was creating a core memory which I'm sure is why you
were pulled there.”

“He left a piece of his soul with you when he left your body.
It is not uncommon for this to happen with black magic.”
Zagan frowned.

“The piece of his soul he left with you wanted to be there for
the significant moment in Azazel's life, the moment he started a
war. Then you showed up.”

My jaw clenched at the news. | didn't want any part of Azazel
in me. “Will he appear for the creation of my core memories?”
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“No. | believe the price you had to pay for participating in
black magic, whether voluntary or not, was losing your mate.”

| immediately felt my wolf and vampire stepping forward at
Zagan's words. | snarled, showing him my fangs. “I didn't lose my
mate. She is mine. She will always be mine.”

Zagan raised his eyebrows in amusement, obviously not
expecting my intense reaction. That only made my wolf angrier.

| snapped my teeth at him and rolled my neck. | had to
suppress the desire to change. My wolf wanted control. He wanted
control all night.

“I meant no offense, Alpha Grayson,” Zagan said, watching
me. His amusement was quickly fading as he seemed to realize
how serious | was about protecting my mate.

“I've never been in the presence of an alpha wolf. Forgive
me if | said something to upset you. I'm sure your partner
okay, and you two will be together soon.”

My wolf calmed down just a little, but it stayed at the forefront
of my consciousness. He was furious to be reminded that we
failed to care for our mate in her time of need.

My hands curled into fists. | had an intense urge to punch
something. By the time this war was over, | would have Belle back
in my arms, and everything would be fine.

Afraid I'd change my position if | was in Zagan's presence, |
groaned and walked out the door, intending to find Kyle and help
prepare for battle.
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| could vaguely hear the sound of Zagan following behind
me. | was glad he didn't talk. One more word out of his mouth, |
could have done something | would have regretted.
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Chapter 3

GRAYSON

The training ground—a huge lot just a five-minute walk from the pack house

—was full of werewolves.

Most were already in wolf form. Some were fighting from a distance, but

many were in a large group, listening to Casimir speak.
| wasn't surprised. Casimir was the second son of Zagan, a vampire prince.

| remember sitting with my father when | was young, listening to him tell

me about the Mortar and the special abilities they gained.

They were an extremely talented family and had

been like that for centuries. Depending on when they were born in relation to their

siblings, each child that was conceived played a unique role.

As expected, the firstborn was the heir to the throne. They were born with

natural leadership skills.

The firstborn Mortar became king or queen when they came of age. Azazel

was the eldest son of his family, destined to be king.

The second son born into the Mortar family was a warrior, strong and
agile. They would take command of the royal army when they came of age,

leading them into battle whenever necessary.
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Casimir was the warrior of his family. That's why | wasn't
surprised to see that he took it upon himself to lead my pack in
training. It was a natural role for him.

The third son was the most intelligent, born with a
amazing mind and problem solving skills.

The Third Son Mortar were some of the smartest people in
the world and were known for always having their noses in a book.

And then, finally, the fourth son born into the Mortar family
was the clan's healer. They were born with magical properties in
their blood that could heal any wound when consumed.

They were also kind and compassionate, easy to talk to.
Minnie was the fourth born to Zagan. She saved my life with her
blood.

Azazel had the throne before Zagan. Together, he and his
wife, Queen Cordelia, would produce the next four Mortars destined
to continue the family legacy.

The heir, the warrior, the scholar and the healer. However,
that plan quickly changed when Cordelia died in childbirth, along
with her eldest son and heir to the throne.

Azazel was overcome with grief after Cordelia died.
Many believe that it was due to this pain that fate decided to pass
the throne to Zagan, the second son of his family and a warrior.

Zagan was never meant to be king. It wasn't in her nature.
However, he was a fair and just ruler, leading his people with a
gentle but firm hand.
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As | continued to study the scene in front of me, | noticed that
Minnie was also in the werewolf pack receiving instructions from
Casimir.

She didn't seem to be listening though, too busy
studying the large wolves around him with obvious fascination.

As if she could feel my eyes on her, her head turned to look
at Zagan and me. She smiled brightly.

In the blink of an eye, she basically flew across the big field
and was at her father's side. He smiled at her as she wrapped an
arm around him in greeting.

“Aren't they amazing?” she said in amazement to her father
as she looked around.

Zagan nodded, assessing the hundreds of werewolves before
us. Minnie's gaze snapped to mine. "At

In fact, I've never seen a werewolf in real life, I've only read about
them in books.”

“But you guys are so much nicer in person! And so strong! |
couldn't believe it when | saw one of you transform. Fascinating!"

| nodded once in response. | wasn't in the mood to please
the overly excited vampire princess.

We kept walking until we were in full view of the entire training
ground and all of my pack members. My body tensed as | watched
them. Unexpected anger and resentment surged through me.

“What color is your wolf?” Minnie asked me,
continuing with your chatter.

“Black,” | grumbled.
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An awkward silence fell over us, and for a moment | thought
Minnie might have stopped talking. But then | heard her whisper to
her father, “He's not a very happy fellow, is he? Are we sure we want
him to be king?”

A growl loud enough to shake the earth left me.
Everyone's heads turned towards us in shock, and the werewolves
dropped to their knees and showed their necks in a sign of respect
and submission.

| only saw Minnie's horrified face for a second before Zagan
stepped in front of her protectively.

Intelligent.

| normally wasn't on edge, but with everything that had happened
in the last twenty-four hours, my wolf and | had bonded.
we feel ready to bite someone's head off. Minnie was one more smart
comment away from being that person.

"Minnie, why don't we go help the wolves train?"
Zagan asked.

| didn't hear her answer. However, a second later, | saw a blur
of motion fly behind Zagan, and Minnie's small form appeared across
the field.

Zagan nodded at me once before following her.

| looked at all of my pack members watching me with wide eyes,
waiting to see what | would do next.

| knew they expected me to say something, maybe give an
inspirational speech to prepare them for battle. But that was the last
thing | wanted to do.

| was afraid that if | opened my mouth, | wouldn't be able to stop
myself from shifting into blind rage. so instead
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After speaking, | made a stiff gesture for them to continue with their
training.

| didn't even notice when Kyle started to approach me, very
consumed with rage. “Hey, Alpha,” he said cautiously when he
was within hearing distance, taking small steps towards me.

"How are you?" He obviously sensed my sensitive mood.

| growled in response.

Kyle nodded slowly and stopped beside me. He knew better
than to push me.

We watched in silence as Casimir continued to direct the
wolves. He proceeded to divide them into pairs, telling them to try
to fight in the way he had just shown them.

Kyle scoffed as he looked down at Casimir with disdain.
"That's not fair. The guy is taking my job.”

Kyle was usually the one to lead the pack's warriors, having
been the head of our army for years. He was good at it and would
continue to be the head of my armies after this one.
war.

| knew Kyle understood that. He wasn't really worried about
Casimir taking over his position. He was just trying to lift my spirits.

Only he didn't understand that | wasn't in the mood for his
jokes.

“He knows more about vampires than you do, Kyle. Let it go,”
| snapped.

Kyle's eyebrows rose in surprise. "There",
he said.

Page 23 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

| did not answer. Guilt touched me for a moment, but
it was quickly replaced by anger once more.

After a few more minutes of silence, during which | continued
to glare at my pack members, Kyle spoke again. “Okay, seriously,
what went wrong with your panties?”

He just didn't know when to let go, did he? | snarled and
turned to him, baring my teeth menacingly. “I'm serious, Kyle.
Forget it."

He raised his hands in surrender and took a step back,
which was a smatrt thing to do. But the extent of his intelligence
ended when he continued to push me, opening his mouth again
to speak.

“Look, you can kill me for saying this, but | don't care. | don't
know what's going on with you, and that's okay. You are going
through this. | understand, but whatever it is,” he gestured up and
down at my heavy form, “it needs to stop. This is not the time.
Your pack members are scared. They are being thrown into a war
without any warning. They need their alpha, not that gigantic,
scary, red-eyed thing you have.

About."

| sighed. “You're right,” | said in defeat. | was
letting my emotions get the best of me.

"Really?" Kyle asked in shock. His disbelief did not last long.
A big smile took over his face. He looked very pleased with
himself. “I mean... Of course | am. | am always right.”

| rolled my eyes. | returned my gaze to the various pairs of
wolves, evaluating them and their abilities.
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Two wolves in particular were being especially rough with each other,

snapping their teeth and trying to push the other to the ground.

The larger of the two wolves, Micah, was one of my best pack watrriors. |

had never seen anyone fight like him.

“You're frowning again,” Kyle said. | looked at him, noticing only that he

was studying me. “You look like you're about to kill someone.”

Was | frowning? | hadn't even noticed.

"Do you want to tell me what's going on or why you were looking at Micah

like he just killed your dog?" Kyle asked.

| sighed. | didn't want to talk about it, but Kyle really wasn't giving me a
choice. “Azazel,” | said after a moment. "He ordered all members of the pack to

avoid Belle."

"What?" Kyle asked. “He did not order me to avoid
the."

“Because you already knew her. Azazel knew you would try to fight it.
Mortars can only control actions, not emotions.” | crossed my arms over my chest,

trying to contain my anger so | wouldn't change.

It wasn't getting harder with every moment we spent talking about it. “The
pack members refused to speak to her and fought with her whenever she tried to
reach her. She was terrified of them. | felt. She wouldn't even leave that damn
room where she was freezing and alone because she was too scared to see

anyone. She didn't even go out to get food. She was starving. “
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Kyle inhaled quickly. “Shit,” he muttered. “Fuck
if, that's why | didn't see her.”

“She was hiding,” | agreed.

Kyle ran a hand over his face. “Why didn't she come to me?
Shit, why didn't she call for help? Did she not know that | would have
done anything to help her?”

“Azazel threatened her. He told her not to talk to you or Elijah
after you tried to help her find food.
Remember that? The day you brought her into my office?”

Kyle nodded.

“He hit her right after and told her to stay away from you and
Elijah. She was absolutely terrified. She didn't know what to do.”

| could feel her emotions now, even though she
was so far away. She was in pain, scared and devastated.
She was also determined to keep me out of her mind, so | couldn't
figure out where she was.

Normally, | could sense its general presence and use that to
pinpoint its general location. Now, however, she was completely
closed off to me.

She had built walls in her conscience, and try as | might to
break them down, she wouldn't budge.

Kyle looked pale. “So that's why you're looking at your pack
members? Why did they mistreat the moon?”

"Yes." | growled. "l think so."

Kyle didn't say anything for a long time as he processed what
| had just told him.
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After a few minutes of silence, he finally said, “You can't
blame your pack members for what happened to the luna. They
didn't know what they were doing.

Just like you had no control over what you were doing.”

| looked at Kyle. The idiot somehow always managed
be the voice of reason.

Kyle glanced at the horizon, squinting at the sun. “If you're
going to be mad at someone for hurting their mate, be mad at
Azazel. He's the one responsible - and he's coming here now.
And you decide how he dies.”
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Chapter 4

GRAYSON

| stood stoically on the edge of the training ground
while watching my pack members train.

After my talk with Kyle, | needed some time to process things,
so he left me alone and went to train with the others.

Something small suddenly wrapped itself around my leg. My
first instinct was to kick the thing away from me, but then | looked
down. It was Zoe.

Zoe was only five years old and one of the youngest young wolves.
unruly of my pack.

| wasn't surprised to see that she had somehow managed to
escape the pack house where all the pups were supposed to be.
Zoe was always finding ways to

get into trouble.

She didn't say anything as she hugged my leg like some kind
of monkey. She simply watched the werewolves in front of us with

wide eyes full of wonder.
interest.

| always liked Zoe and she seemed to like me. She was one
of the reasons | wanted to have kids.

We formed a bond a while ago as soon as she
started talking and we ended up spending a lot of time together.

She would often sneak into my office and ask me what | was
doing, constantly taking an interest in pack business.
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| had a sneaking suspicion she'd become a high-ranking
member of a pack someday, maybe even an alpha.

She showed all the signs of being a great leader, except
for his disobedience and inability to follow orders.

| sighed. “Zoe, what are you doing here? You should
being at the pack house,” | said, reaching down to pick it up.

Zoe looked away from the warriors. Her brown eyes widened
when she saw me. “Your eyes are red,” she told me matter-of-
factly. Her voice dropped to a whisper. "You

looks like a demon.”

| couldn't help but crack a smile. | didn't even realize my
vampire was at the surface of my consciousness, turning my eyes
red. It was probably due to all the rage

that | was feeling.

| was surprised that, instead of being scared, Zoe seemed
Interested in my red eyes. “That's because | have a vampire inside
me now, just like you have a wolf. | have both species.”

Zoe nodded. “Yes, | know,” she said, shrugging her shoulders
nonchalantly, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.
“My mother told me. She says you're very strong because you
have a vampire and that it's good to have you as an alpha. This is
also why you became a giant!” She spread her arms wide, trying
to express how big | had gotten.

| laughed. “Yeah, | got really big, huh?”

Zoe grabbed my shoulders, inspecting them. “Yes, you are
basically the greatest person | know.”
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| chuckled, but before | had a chance to respond to her
statement, Zoe placed her palms on either side of my face. “Your
beard is rough,” she said. “Like my father’s.”

| shook my head, amused at how quickly her thoughts
leaped. "Good-"

“Hey, your mate is pretty. | saw her,” she interrupted.

| immediately tensed at the mention of Belle. Zoe must have
seen her some time before she left. My wolf whimpered in my
chest. “Thanks,” | replied. "l also think."

Zoe frowned, pushing her messy brown hair out of her eyes.
"She was sad. That's why your wolf is sad and why you look so
angry.”

It was hard to believe this five year old was calling me shit
right now, but here we were. "l guess you're right."

"l know. But it's going to be okay because we don’t have to
be mean to her anymore!” she said excitedly, smiling widely at
me. “So now you can be happy, right?”

| shook my head. "Right." Once | had Belle back in my arms
and explained everything to her, | would be really, really happy
again.

Satisfied with my answer, Zoe looked over at the people
training. "What are they doing?"

| followed his gaze, watching the various packs of wolves
fighting each other. “They are training. There is a war coming.”

“Yes, my mother told me. But you're going to tell them to go

away, right? You can do this, right? Why do your eyes get red
and stuff?”
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| paused, thinking about it. Was she right? | could

use my new powers to stop the war and defeat Azazel?

“If only it were that simple,” said a voice behind us. | turned to face Zagan.

“There is a special type of stone that one can place in one's ear that blocks
any type of command coming from a Mortar. Works like an earplug. | have no

doubt that Azazel made sure all of his warriors had them.”

Zoe gasped. She cupped her hands around her mouth and then placed
them at my ear. “Did you know you are a

real-life vampire, Alpha Grayson? You can tell by the teeth.”

“I think it's time for you to go back to the packhouse, Zoe. Where you're
supposed to be,” | told her. Even though he knew Zagan wouldn't do anything to

hurt Zoe. | still didn't want her near him.

| put her down. “Brent!” | called one of the pack members close by. He was

in front of me in an instant.

“Are you going to take Zoe back to the pack house? And make sure

someone is watching over her so she doesn't run away again.”

Zoe complained and fought with me for a while, but it ended
yielding to Brent.

Zagan looked amused when | turned to him. “I would never have expected

the great Alpha Grayson to have a soft spot for children.”
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“Is there a reason you came here, King Zagan?” | asked,
changing the subject. “Is there something you wanted to tell me?”

“Yes, actually. | thought it would be a good idea to warn you
before | bring an army of vampires into your territory.”

My wolf and vampire surfaced. "What?" | growled.

Zagan lifted his chin toward the horizon. “See for yourself
same."

| snapped my gaze to where he was looking, taking a deep
breath when | saw hundreds of vampires, all in battle gear.
costume, approaching us. | felt a gust of wind near me. Kyle.

“Uh...Say, Alpha, do you see the scary group of vampires
closing in on us? Or is it just me?” he asked.
“They are definitely not the newborn army we are preparing for.”

They had to be the real army. “Do you mind
explain?" | asked Zagan.

Zagan smiled. “You didn't think | would leave you and your
pack alone, did you? It is my brother we are about to fight.
Therefore, it is my battle as much as it is yours.

“And | have a perfectly good army waiting to be used.” In the
blink of an eye, Zagan was across the field, meeting the leader of
the army and who | could only assume was his firstborn son.

Kyle laughed. “Well, shit. This is going to be interesting.”
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Another hour of training passed in a blur.

Casimir continued to lead my pack members, putting them
through different drills and scenarios to ensure they were prepared
for any kind of trick a newborn vampire might pull on them.

Only now, on top of that, we had real vampires.
fighting with us. Zagan's army was well trained and lethal.

After the initial shock of seeing thousands of vampires enter
my territory, it was clear how useful these vampires would be
during battle. | was grateful to have them here.

| watched from afar for most of the training, assessing the
different abilities of all my warriors.

Under normal circumstances, my pack army consisted of the
biggest and strongest members of the pack, both male and female.

However, due to the severity of the upcoming war, nearly all
of the able wolves over the age of eighteen had volunteered to be
here and were working hard for the good of the pack.

People would come and go on breaks or to get food, but for
the most part, we spent the entire day training. | have never been
more proud of my pack in my entire life.

| ended up joining them in training, wanting to test
my own fighting skills, especially now that | had a new breed of
vampire inside me. | was surprised at how easily the movements

came back to
me.
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| haven't exactly had a lot of time to train these past few months. Although |
had been an exceptional fighter before, | found myself moving faster than ever

before.

It felt like | was moving in slow motion, even though | knew | was really
moving so fast it was basically a blur in the wind. Every one of my actions was

graceful and well thought out.

I've always enjoyed training and testing my skills.

Even now, I've poured all the anger and aggression I've felt over the last few
months into training exercises.

It helped that even though | tried to stop it, my mind was filled with thoughts

of Belle.

| expected the constant images of her running through my head to be

distracting, but they weren't; they did the opposite. They helped me.

Seeing your pretty face in my mind fueled my rage

against Azazel and made me fight harder.

None of my crew members stood a chance against

me, even when | was fighting ten of them at once. Neither do vampires.

The new strength | had, thanks to the vampire inside me, was unbelievable.

| was basically unstoppable.

“Fine, Alpha,” Kyle told me right after I'd simultaneously taken down three of
our army's finest warriors.

He approached me with a look of determination in his eyes. "Lets do this."

| raised an eyebrow, sensing an amused smile.

take care of my face. “Do you want to fight me?”
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Kyle shrugged and then turned his head to snap his neck,
getting into a proper fighting stance. "Yes. | can see how big your
head is getting. | think you need to lower a few points.”

I laughed. “And do you think you're going to be the right person to do it?”

“I'm the only other hybrid here, aren't I?” Kyle responded.

| shook my head. "Fair." | got into my position
fight. “Let me know if you need to quit, Beta.”

Kyle chuckled, throwing his shoulders back. “Not likely.”

"Alpha!" someone's frantic voice shouted from behind us,
interrupting Kyle's and my battle just before we started. One of my
pack members was running toward us, eyes wide with panic.

| was out in a second, meeting him in the middle of the
field.

“Azazel's Clan,” he gasped. “I saw them. Just beyond the
horizon. They will be here soon.”

The group around us fell silent, all looking at me to see what
to do next.

| nodded once. “Then it's time. You all know what to do.”

Everyone around us fled nervously, everyone preparing for
battle.

"Is ready?" | addressed Kyle.

He wasn't looking at me. Her gaze was glued to something in
the distance, her eyes narrowed in confusion. “Elijah?” he asked.

Page 35 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

| followed his gaze. Sure enough, Elijah was walking towards
us. My heart immediately dropped. No no no no. He was supposed
to be with Belle! What the hell was he doing here?

Kyle and | took off running. Kyle reached Elijah first, hugging
him to his body and inspecting him to see if he was hurt.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Kyle yelled at his mate.
“The battle is about to begin!” He looked over his shoulder to see
our pack members and Zagan's army preparing.

We still couldn't see the Clan of Azazel, but we hadn't
doubts that this would change very soon.

Elijah looked at me nervously. "Um..." he started.

“Where is Belle?” | demanded. “Why the hell aren't you with
her?”

Kyle growled, pulling Elijah closer to him.

“I-I've looked everywhere, Alpha. | promise,”
Elijah tried to explain. “Couldn't find her.”

| took a menacing step forward, about to kill everyone in sight.
"What do you mean?" | growled.

“She is not in Minneapolis,” Elijah continued. "She left
hours ago based on your scent.”

| could hear the sound of footsteps in the distance and knew
it was Azazel's Clan approaching us. "So where the hell is my
mate?"
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Chapter 5

GRAYSON

“I'm sorry, Alpha,” Elijah continued. “I followed her scent the

as far as | could. Stopped at a bus stop.”

“Fuck you,” Kyle said. “Fuck, that means she could be anywhere.”

| looked to the horizon where the Clan of Azazel was approaching

quickly, hundreds of vampires out for blood.

Part of me was torn apart, wanted to protect my pack, go fight with them
and lead them, but another part — maybe the biggest part — wanted, needed to

find my mate.
| was nothing without her.
"Alpha?" Elijah asked. "What do you want me to do?"

| knew | had no option. My voice came out rough and deep, more wolf than

man. "Change. We have some vampires to fight.”
We do not approach Azazel's army. Instead, we let them come to us.

It felt like they were moving in slow motion, even though they were running

towards us, looking angry and bloodthirsty, snarling and showing their

dams.

| was sure it was meant to look intimidating, but it just made them look

messy and untrained. Azazel didn't know how to lead an army - not the same way
his brother did.
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My pack, along with Casimir's army of vampires, were out in the field, their

posture rigid and prepared for the violence we knew was to come.

| stood at the front of the pack, in wolf form, Kyle at my side.
side. A chorus of low growls sounded behind me.

My wolf was the most furious of all. He wanted revenge -

revenge in the form of broken bones, spilled blood and torn flesh.

All of his instincts were telling him to vent his fury and worry about his mate

on Azazel, determined he wouldn't live to see the morning.

My vampire was also on the surface, ready to fight. | had no doubt that my

eyes were a dark red in the presence of both creatures.

| was still getting used to having both inside me.
me and the new strength that came with them.

| was by far the biggest wolf here, the only other one who could
compare to being Kyle, who was still significantly smaller.

| was confident in my new abilities and knew

that when it came to a fight between Azazel and me, | would win without any
difficulty.

But Azazel was known for his cowardice. Even now, he wasn't at the front

of his army as you would expect a leader to be.

He was hiding behind his army, just as | predicted he would be. But that

wouldn't stop me from finding him. He was close by; her scent was in the air.
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His blood would be on my hands by the end of the night.
Of that | was sure.

Azazel's army was close now, so close that their smell of blood
and sweat was almost suffocating. My pack began to advance. We
wouldn't wait any longer.

And then the fight started.

Everything happened so fast. We faced each other — wolves and
vampires clashing with such intensity | was sure it could be heard
across the large field.

It didn't take long for people to start falling.

| took down vampires one by one easily and efficiently.
One bite to their neck was all it took for their heads to come off their
shoulders and roll on the floor.

| had no mercy on these creatures that were created only to kill

and wreak havoc, who stood between Azazel and
eu.

| made my way through the crowd, knowing | would find Azazel
at the back of it, watching the destruction and chaos he created.

| was a man possessed, fueled by rage and the need for revenge.
The death of Azazel's clan meant nothing to me.

A howl sounded behind me. | immediately knew what it meant.
Kyle was trying to get my attention. It was the only thing capable of
interrupting my concentration.

| looked back, trying to locate Kyle, when a vampire lunged at
me, sinking his teeth into my neck. | snarled and threw him off me just
as another vampire bit my leg.
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| kicked away easily, my fury only growing. |

| was out of the crowd now, no one around me.

Kyle howled again in the distance. my eyes the
found themselves fighting directly in the thick of the battle.

As if he could feel my attention on me, | heard him speak in my mind. “Are

you seeing what | am?” he asked me.

| looked around, my eyes scanning the crowd. "What?"

He jerked his head toward the pack's grounds. "There is something

preventing Azazel's clan from entering pack territory."

| looked back, suddenly realizing exactly what he was talking about, though
it was hard to make out. It looked like a giant, glowing dome stretched over the

pack lands.

Several wolves and vampires were standing on one side of her, snarling at

the vampires on the other side. | narrowed my eyes at them, frowning.

Were they hiding behind the protective field instead of fighting?

Then one of Azazel's vampires — a younger boy, no older than seventeen
or eighteen — ran towards them, obviously looking for a fight, but as soon as he

made contact with the barely visible wall, he fell to the ground.

He screamed in agony and rolled around for a few seconds, writhing as if
he'd been electrocuted and fighting back.

what felt like intense pain before finally stopping.

Dead. He was dead.

"What the hell is that?" | asked Kyle.
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There was a protective field around the pack to keep out outsiders, but

this was a far cry from that. That field didn't kill - it just stopped unwanted guests.

Several other vampires ran towards the field without thinking, focused on

attacking the few on the other side, only to meet the same fate as their friend.

Their screams were louder than anyone else's, echoing in my ears with

their intensity as they touched down on the field. Then, suddenly, it made sense.

The pack members on the other side weren't

hiding or being cowardly; they were using the death field as a way to kill Azazel's
clan. they the

they poured into the force field like insects to a moth catcher.

Little by little, more of my pack members began to realize what was
happening and took action. They entered the shimmering dome with ease, some

crawling and some to get to the other side.

Azazel's clan didn't catch on so quickly. The new ones

Vampires were young, untrained, and hungry for blood.

They were desperate for a fight and willing to do anything to sink their
fangs into something with blood, be it a wolf or another vampire. Some were

attacking each other
to others.

I knew this bloodlust was supposed to work in Azazel's favor. It didn't
matter who they were killing, as long as they were rabid enough to take down
my army in the

process.
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But as more and more of my army began to retreat behind
the deadly force field, Azazel's vampires began to attack each
other.

They were killing each other, ripping out each other's throats,

running into the force field. Azazel's army would not last
a lot more.

Kyle knew what to do without me telling him. His voice filled
my mind, yelling at the pack members to get behind the force field.

It didn't take long for Casimir to understand or start yelling at
members of his army to stay behind the force field.

We were going to win this battle. But | hadn't gotten what |
wanted.

| looked back at the trees, scanning them for any sign of
Azazel. | knew he was out there, hiding in the shadows. | also
knew he wasn't going to leave.

He was losing. There was no way around it.
His army was dwindling with each passing second.
Azazel knew that too — he knew there was nothing he could do to
prevent his defeat.

He was panicked, cowering in the shadows.

It didn't matter, though. | was going to find him. | would hunt him
down and make him pay for what he's done.

"Alpha?" Kyle spoke in my mind. "What are you doing?"

| growled, running for the tree line. | knew Azazel was out
there. | could feel him close by, could practically smell his fear.
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My bloodlust grew to an all-time high as my wolf took over,
my instincts telling me to avenge my mate.

“I'm going to find that son of a bitch and I'm going to rip him
to pieces,” | said.
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Chapter 6

BELLE

Evergreen, Maine, the town sign said. the most place
Earth delicious.

Yes, delicious my ass.

| was sitting on the bench by the side of the road, watching the
people passing by. My suitcase was next to me on one side and my
backpack on the other. Why the hell did | come here?

This was never my plan. In fact, | hadn't planned on going
anywhere, actually. When | took a Greyhound bus in Minnesota, |
had no idea where | was going.

to stop.

All I knew was that | wanted to get as far away from Grayson

and my old life as possible. And | had exactly
that.

| sat on that bus for hours and hours, watching as we drove
through city after city, state after state. | changed buses whenever
we arrived at a new station, always choosing to go north.

| had gone as far north as | could without crossing into Canada
until, finally, I ended up where | was now, in a small town in Maine,
as far away from bad memories as | could be.

Evergreen was beautiful and picturesque. It was also a tourist
destination — a pleasant destination, catering to wealthy families
looking to spend their holidays at the seaside.
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Its main street, where all the shops and
restaurants, overlooked the Atlantic Ocean.

And if you turned in the opposite direction, there were mountains

and a huge, fancy ski resort that | was sure was extremely busy during
the winter.

The beaches were full of tourists sunbathing and swimming,
enjoying the warm summer sun.

In the main part of the city, the shops were all uniform,

occupying both sides of the streets, attracting people with their
beautiful windows and expensive items.

Street lights illuminated the picturesque cobbled roads and
everyone seemed to know each other. | passed families and smiling
faces everywhere | went.

At first, | considered myself lucky to have ended up here.
This was the kind of town | could really see myself settling down in,
starting a whole new life where no one could find me.

| felt like Lorelai Gilmore, walking into Stars Hollow
for the first time, ready to break with my toxic past.

But after spending almost an entire day here, | quickly realized
that Evergreen was nothing like Stars Hollow.

Sure, the town looked like it was straight out of a Hallmark
movie, but the locals would be better suited to take part in an episode
of The Twilight Zone.

The only way I could think of to describe them was...weird. It
was like they somehow knew | wasn't another tourist they could suck
money out of.
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They looked at me as | walked by like | was some kind of
zoo animal on the loose in their quaint town.

| continued to hear them whisper behind my back, and when
| turned to look at them, they quickly looked away, acting like they
weren't looking and talking about me.

It felt like my every move was being watched as | walked
down the street, and | didn't know how to feel about that.

| knew | looked out of place.

| was wearing the same old, wrinkled clothes I'd been
wearing when | left Grayson, my hair definitely could have been
brushed a bit, and my face was still recovering from Grayson
breaking my cheekbone several weeks ago.

Okay, so displaced might not be the best way to describe my
current state... | was a mess. | might as well have “I just got out of
an abusive relationship” written across my forehead.

Based on the looks | got from the locals, you'd assume | had
three heads or something.

My priority today was getting a job. So far, however, that
hasn't been going too well. Every time | walked into a store,
restaurant, or business of any kind, the
employees started acting weird around me.

Most avoided my questions, while others brushed me off
without even giving me a chance to speak. Some people even
avoided me completely, as if they'd seen me come in and assumed
| had the plague.
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It didn't matter, though. They could look all they wanted. | had
decided that | was here now and | would make the best of it. |
deserved to settle down in a city as good as this one.

| deserved to have a good life, one where | didn't think about
Grayson every two seconds. And as much as | tried to make that
happen, | was starting to realize that this was easier said than done.

The more | tried to push him and the memories of what he'd
done to me out of my head, the stronger they seemed to invade my
mind.

It was almost as if | was unable to think of anything other than
my former partner, the man who ripped my heart out of my chest and
tore it into a million pieces.

The pain was the worst part. My entire body ached.

My muscles felt like | had just run an entire marathon with no
prior training and then

| kept going even after | was finished, pushing my body beyond the
limit until | was on the verge of collapse.

My feet dragged with every step | took and my shoulders
slumped with exhaustion.

Grayson's mark on my neck burned like it did when he'd first
given it to me months ago, and I'd locked myself in a hotel room to
get away from him.

It seemed to have become infected as well, turning red and
blotchy.
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| knew it was only going to get worse. | wasn't sure how |
knew that, but | could tell it was our mate bond trying to bring us
back together.

He didn't understand that Grayson was no longer my mate,
that he had chosen to be with someone else over me.

And that he made me fall in love with him, only to destroy

myself in the most painful way possible and throw my love back in
my face.

But as bad as it was, none of it compared to the throbbing
inside my head. Before that, | had never been one to get headaches.

From time to time, | would feel a dull pain when | was about

to get my period, but it was never anything like
that.

| felt it for the first time on the bus leaving Minnesota; the pain

had been sudden and piercing, making me double over with its
intensity.

It felt like a wild animal was flailing around in my brain, tearing
at the walls of my skull with its claws, trying to break free.

| was tempted to stab something sharp in my head just to

relieve the pressure. It had to be the worst migraine in the history
of the world.

The pain in my head came in waves, never going away but
occasionally getting more intense, making my vision blur and the
mark on my neck burn like it was on fire.
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The only thing to do was grit your teeth and try to get through.
that.

| couldn't help but wonder if this was Grayson's way of
punishing me.

Because even though he'd mated with someone else, even
though I'd felt the pain that almost killed me, indicating he'd officially
given up on me, | still felt this strange connection to him.

But here's the thing: | let him go. | blocked him from my mind
and did everything | could to make sure he was no longer connected.

So | wasn't the one holding us together. It was Grayson.

It made me furious. He didn't want me. He made that perfectly
Clear.

During the time | lived with him he only spoke to me to tell me
how inconvenient | was or when he was trying to force me to have
sex with him.

| was just a tool for him, a way for him to gain more power. He
never really cared for me.

And yet he was trying to invade my mind.
It reminded me of the feeling | had when we were in Paris and | ran
away from him to see my mother. He had found me so quickly.

It must have been because of that connection we shared with
each other. And when | dropped him off in Minnesota, | made sure
he couldn't see into my mind like he used to.
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Honestly, | didn't think he cared. But | had the strangest feeling that this
intense, terrible, overwhelming headache | was feeling was Grayson trying to

watch over me.

Is that what it was? He wanted to know where | was and what

what were you doing if you decided you really wanted me?

Yeah, well, fuck that. Under no circumstances would |
let you back in my mind.

The worst part of it all was...l loved him. He made me love him. He used
fake compliments and empty promises of a life with him that felt like something

out of a fairy tale.

It was that love that made me want to get over his faults and the way he
treated me and...run back to him. Yep that's right despite all the horrible things

he did to me | still wanted to be with him.

| kept wondering if I'd made the right decision leaving him, trying to

convince myself that he hadn't treated me so badly.

Hanging out in that freezing basement room and being shunned by
everyone around me, even my own soulmate, would be worth it if | got a little

closer to him.
| wanted to forgive him.

But | couldn't, | wouldn't. Even though it made me feel like | was going

against my very nature, | knew | had to get rid of him.

| deserved better. When the time came, we both did.
Grayson deserved better than being with someone he really didn't like to be

around, that he only wanted me to make himself more powerful.
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And | deserved better than to yearn for a man who never
would see me as nothing more than a body to warm his bed.

He made me question my worth. He made me question whether
| deserved love. And | hated it. | hated that he made me think of all
the people in my life that | pushed away, that left me.

My mother left me to raise a new family in a fantastic new
country, far, far away from my father and me. She never liked being
my mother. She resented me for some reason.

My father died of cancer, leaving me alone.

And even though | knew it wasn't anyone's fault, a part of me
still wondered if | could have worked a little harder to contribute.

with the medicine

If I had spent a little more time with him in the hospital instead
of hanging out with friends after school, would he still be alive today?
Would I still have my father?

He was needed...

Even Kyle and Elijah — two people who have come to mean
a lot for me in the last few months — left me in the end.

| tried to remind myself that it wasn't their fault. | knew they
would have stayed with me if given the choice. But still, ultimately,
they chose their alpha over me.

And finally, there was Grayson. | wasn't even good enough for
my own soul mate. God, if he couldn't see past my faults enough to
love me, who would?
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As much as | tried to stop myself from thinking that way,
trying to convince myself that all those people left for their own
reasons that had nothing to do with me, | just couldn't.

It was hard not to rummage through my memories and analyze all the

possible things | could have done wrong.

It made me want to scream. And cries. The last few days had
been, admittedly, a gigantic pity party.

Why hadn't | been good enough? Why did everyone | cared
about leave me? What did | do to make Grayson hate me so much?

| hated that Grayson had made me think that way.
manner.

He made me feel like my entire worth depended on what
other people thought of me when in reality the only love | needed
was my own.

I would be the one to see past my flaws. | would be the only one

to love myself... even when memories of Grayson telling me |
wasn't good enough made that nearly impossible.

So yes, he could beat inside my skull as much as
wanted. | would never let him in. | was alone now. And that's how
| wanted it.
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Chapter 7

BELLE

“I learn really fast and | never get sick,” | told the woman
behind the counter in the cute little boutique. “And | could start as
soon as possible, even now, if you wanted.”

The friendly shopkeeper — Loretta, her name tag said — was
studying me with a sympathetic gaze.

| could feel his eyes slide over my dirty clothes and disheveled
hair before finally settling on the bruise on the left side of my face.

| knew | must look extremely out of place in the immaculate
boutique. Loretta was dressed head to toe in famous brands, with
manicured red nails.

There wasn't a single strand of hair out of place on her blond
head, which perfectly framed her heart-shaped face. She looked
expensive. Mature. Beautiful. She really looked like she belonged
in this town.

| was nervous when | first walked into the store.
| didn't expect to get a job. I'm sure all of Loretta's employees were
like her—well dressed, with their lives together.

| was none of those things. But | was

desperate.
Loretta hesitated a moment before answering.

And smiling with regret. “I'm so sorry, honey. | would love to
interview you, but we just don't want to hire anyone new.
right now."
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| looked behind me at the front door, and the “Now Hiring”
sign was flashing. It was the only reason I'd walked into the little
boutique.

Loretta followed my gaze. “We filled the position this morning,”
she explained hastily.

The hope that had been swirling in my chest quickly dissolved.

“But | would be happy to take your information and let you
know if anything happens.” Loreta continued. she tried to smile

again.

| appreciated her kindness and the fact that she was trying to

offer me some comfort even though we both knew I didn't stand a
chance.

| shook my head. "OK. | would appreciate it. Thanks."

This must have been the fourth or fifth business | went into
today, looking for a job. | needed a job, and | needed one ASAP.

At least Loretta was kind to me instead of rushing me
back to the streets as the other shopkeepers had done.

| could tell she was a good person. She looked genuinely sad
that she couldn't help me.

“I'm going to be very honest with you, honey,” she continued
right before | headed for the exit.

She looked around quickly as if to make sure
that no one could hear what she was about to say.

The only other person in the store with us, an older woman
with a very expensive-looking bag slung over her shoulder, had
just left. So we were completely alone now.
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“I'd love to hire you,” Loretta hastened to say. "l want to help
you. | can tell you need a break.
But | can not."

She hesitated, her hands restless in front of her. “You won't
get a job in this town. We are not allowed to hire people from
outside.”

My eyebrows rose. “Outsiders?”

She nodded. “It's hard to explain, but... This is a close-knit
community. And the head of our community needs to approve
everyone who can join.”

“The head of the community? Like the mayor or something?”
"I think so. Our mayor.”

“So | have to talk to the mayor before | get a job here?”

She sighed. “Well, not exactly. I'm afraid you can't get any
jobs at Evergreen. No one will hire her.”

| didn't understand what she meant. | had never heard of a
city that only allowed business owners to hire from locals.

All I knew was that | was tired. And oppressed. And in a lot
of pain. | didn't have the mental capacity to understand what she
was saying to me. | didn't even want to try.

| was glad she'd told me, though. That way, | wouldn't
continue to make a fool of myself by interviewing for jobs | had no
chance of getting.

“Okay,” | said slowly. “Do you know if the next town
have the same crazy rules?”
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“Woodhurst?” asked Loreta. "No. They do not. But |
| wouldn't be there if it were for you.

"Why not?"

“It is degraded. And there is a lot of crime. It's just not a good place to be.”

The corners of my lips lifted. "l grew up in

Minneapolis. | think | can handle a small town in Maine.”

Loretta looked worried. She studied me, frowning.

worried eyebrows. But she didn't say anything else.

"Thanks for your help. And for telling me about the whole job thing.” |
grabbed the strap of my backpack and grabbed the handle of my suitcase.

| started to make my way to the door. “I will leave your

way now.”

Loretta stopped me right before | left. “Wait, honey,” she yelled.

| paused and turned to look at her. She bypassed the

counter, approaching me with hesitant steps.

“Is there anything else | can do for you?” she asked.

I made a face. "What do you mean?"

She looked around us. "I just don't feel right sending you out into the cold,

especially in your condition.”

| shifted my weight, feeling uncomfortable and a little embarrassed. | didn't
look so bad, did I?

“Are you running away from someone?” she continued in a low voice.

“Perhaps the person who put that bruise on your face?”
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My discomfort increased as | took a step back.

| couldn't believe a perfect stranger was asking me that.

| appreciated his desire to help, but the last thing | wanted to do was talk

about what | had gone through with my old partner.

Even thinking about Grayson made my chest tighten painfully, sucking all

the air out of my lungs. My mark burned into my neck, and | shuddered.

“Ah, my dear,” said Loretta, obviously noticing

my reaction. "I'm very sorry."

The pain subsided a little after a few seconds and | was able to breathe

again. | brushed my hair out of my face, my hands shaking. Exhaustion coursed
through my veins.

"Everything is fine. | am fine." | let out a sigh

deep. “I mean... I'll be fine.”

Loretta didn't look convinced. “Do you have a place to
stay tonight?”

| am not. But | wasn't going to tell her that.

In all honesty, | didn't want her help. In my experience, people say they'll
be there for you and then stab you in the back the moment you start trusting

them.

Human beings are inherently selfish. | promised myself that | would do
things alone. | needed to pull myself together without depending on anyone else.

That was the only way | could survive this.

"Yes. | have a place to stay tonight,” | told Loretta, my tone firm.

Page 57 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

His eyes narrowed a little. It was clear she didn't believe me. It didn't

matter, though. There was nothing she could do about it.

“I should go,” | said before she could continue to

guestion myself.

"Wait a second." Loretta ran back behind the counter. She took out a

sticky note and a pen, writing something on it.

When she finished, she approached me once more. She handed me the
paper. “This is my cell phone number. If you need anything, anything at all,

don't hesitate to call me or the boutique.”

| looked at her phone number and then back at her. | didn't understand

why she was so eager to help me. What did she hope to gain from it?

| put the piece of paper in my coat pocket, knowing | would never look

at it or think about it again. Besides, | didn't even have a phone. “Uh, thanks.

| will keep that in mind.”

Loretta nodded and smiled once more. She still looked worried, eyeing

my form warily and wringing her fingers in front of her.
“Thanks again,” | said. So | opened the front door and

leaves.

| threw the phone number into the nearest trash can.
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Chapter 8

BELLE

After leaving Loretta's boutique, | wandered the streets some more,
not caring how ridiculous | must look as | carried my suitcase behind me,
turning heads everywhere | went.

| was beyond the point of exhaustion by now and could barely
think.

| wanted nothing more than to take a shower, change into clean
clothes and curl up in bed, sleep until | couldn't sleep anymore.

Unfortunately, however, this was not a possibility in the
time.

| was hoping to get a hotel room for the night, assuming that a city
that could only prosper on rich tourist money would have a few options for
places to stay.

You can imagine my surprise when none of the hotels | passed had
vacancies. | had no idea why a random little town in Maine was so popular
to visit in mid-March, but | figured it was the place to be.

be.

So, once again, | found myself on a roadside bench, lying with my
backpack under my head, trying to breathe through all the stress and pain
| was fighting.

| had no money, no job, no place to stay, and
the throbbing in my head seemed to be getting worse.
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Yes, my life sucked.

And what was worse, | missed Grayson. Even though thousands of miles
separated us, | still felt this cosmic connection with him, like there was an invisible

rope tying us together.

| couldn't get that stupid, stupid, stupid face off
from my mind.

I put my hand over the mark on my neck, moaning and squeezing my eyes

shut as it burned with white-hot pain. Everything was a mess.

| was so absorbed in my thoughts that

| noticed when a car stopped in front of me.

HNO!H

I jumped, my head snapping up. | winced as a new wave of dizziness hit

me.

I met the eyes of a guy who looked about my age.
He was driving a red jeep and leaning out the open window, smiling at me. A girl

was sitting next to him in the passenger seat, looking at him.

“Sorry, | didn't mean to scare you,” continued the young man. “I couldn't
help but notice how lonely you look sitting in this

bus stop alone. Had to stop and see if you want some company.”

The girl next to him sneered and rolled her eyes, obviously finding his poor

attempt at flirting just as pathetic as | did.

He ignored her and continued to watch me, his charming smile growing
with each passing second. He was very handsome, and the expression on his

face told me he knew it.
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He had short, curly brown hair and honey-colored skin. His
jaw was sharp and his facial features were

symmetrical and undeniably pleasing to look at.

Then there were his eyes, a warm hazel with
flecks of gold and green that reminded me of the forest.

He seemed like the type of person who could succeed based
on his looks alone rather than his talents or abilities.

The girl next to him looked extremely similar, making me
wonder if they were related in any way. She had the same hair.
Only hers was twisted into long braids that cascaded down her
shoulders.

She had the same eyes and the same angular facial features.

The only difference | could find between the two —
besides gender, of course — was that she had a small, button nose,
while the boy had a long, pointy one. They were both beautiful
though, that was for sure.

| sat up, trying to tidy up my appearance a bit.
Before | could say anything, however, the girl groaned. “Liam,
come on! If we're late for dinner again, Daddy will kill us!" she said
quietly.

So they were related. | mentally congratulated myself on my
insight.

Without looking at her, Liam the boy clapped his hand behind
him dismissively. His gaze focused on me, running up and down
my body in one long, appreciative take.
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| couldn't help but cringe, immediately wishing | were
somewhere else.

“You're not leaving town anytime soon, are you?” Liam asked,
pointing to the bus stop where | was sitting. “You just arrived.”

My guard immediately went up. How did he know |
did you just get here? Was he watching me?

The qirl slapped her brother hard on the back of the head.

"There!" Liam yelled, finally looking at her. "For what
the hell was that it?”

“You look like a stalker,” she told him, exasperated.

She looked at me, offering a gentle but strained smile. “News
travels fast around here. We've all heard about the beautiful
brunette, walking around town, trying to find a job.”

| felt my face heat up. The whole city was
watching fail at getting a job all day?

“You're not leaving, right?” Liam asked. He was starting to
sound a little desperate. He was obviously interested in me.

| would have been flattered if | hadn't just given up on men
for the rest of my life.

“No. Not yet, anyway. Maybe tomorrow though,” | muttered. |
would have to move on if | didn't get a job here, which was starting
to look like a real possibility.

So much for believing that | deserved to settle in one
place as good as this, right?
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Liam's brows furrowed, obviously not liking my answer. He leaned forward,

ready to speak, but his sister cut him off before he could.

“Too bad,” she said, aggressively pushing Liam's back against his seat so
she could see me better. Liam looked at her. “We have to go now. It was nice

talking to you. Drive the car, Liam.”

He made no move to do as he was told.
“Let me know if you change your mind about the whole leaving thing.

from the city. | could show you around.” Liam told me, his smile growing again.

I shook my head awkwardly, pursing my lips.
“Uh, thanks.”

“Great, now let's go,” the girl snapped.

Liam rolled his eyes. “Wait a second, okay? | neither
| even gave her my number yet.”

The girl looked like she was about to cut off his head, his skin

perfect starting to show signs of redness underneath.

“Uh, there's really no need,” | interjected. "l am not
| have a phone, so giving me your number would be pointless.”

Liam's eyebrows rose. “No phone?” he asked. “Isn't that kind of dangerous?

What if some stranger tries something on you and you need to ask for help?”

| shrugged. The thought had occurred to me on more than one occasion,
but there wasn't much | could do about it. No money meant there was no way to

buy a phone.
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“I guess | should probably avoid chatting with strangers
then, huh?” | proposed, raising my eyebrows at him in a challenge.

“You know, it's a great idea,” Liam's sister said. “Let's leave

her alone and go on our way. There are no more strangers in your
way.”

Liam leaned forward, completely ignoring her.
“You know...this whole weird thing can be sorted out pretty
quickly, beautiful.”

The girl faked a joke, whispering, "Puh-lease,"
softly.

"Uh..." | managed to say, not knowing how to respond. Not
many guys had hit on me before. | didn't know what the proper
protocol was. Was there a right way to turn someone down?

“I'm Liam Blackwood, and this is my twin sister Laila,” he
continued before | could respond.

“Once you tell me your name, we won't be strangers
anymore, will we? Then we can talk as much as we want without
having to worry.”

"No we can not!" her twin sister, Laila, screamed. “I refuse
to let this disaster continue! She obviously doesn't
Is interested in you, man, so please move on.
We have places to go and a very angry parent to deal with. And
guess what? You better believe I'm blaming you for this whole
fiasco. You're going to have to listen to Dad give a lecture on the
importance of time management throughout your meal, and you're
not going to get any sympathy from me because this one is all
about you, buddy. We would have made it on time if you hadn't
spent an eternity looking at yourself in the
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mirror before we leave. And then you prove, yet again, that you
can only think with your cock and have to stop to talk to the cute
new girl in town, even though you know we shouldn't be talking to
her in the first place. So | suggest you put your ass in gear and
drive the fucking car before | push you into the street and leave
without you!”

Laila's breathing was labored and her cheeks were red.
Liam, however, looked bored with her rant.

It was becoming clear that this type of fight was a
regular occurrence between the two.

He stared at her for a few seconds. "You finished?" he asked.

Laila's jaw clenched, her entire rigid frame
anger.

Liam looked at me and smiled casually. “You know, | think
there are some people out there who could really benefit from
therapy. Or anger management.”

He looked back at Laila, who gave him a quizzical look.
disbelief, throwing his arms up in defeat.

She leaned back in her seat. "I quit. Do whatever you want."

Liam turned to me again. “I'm not going to lie to you, new
girl. 1 don't feel right leaving you here alone with no way to call for
help if you need it.”

| looked around us. There weren't many people on the streets
now that it was getting dark, but those that were still out there
looked like the least threatening people in the world.
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It was mostly families and happy-looking couples. | raised an
eyebrow. “Is your town known for its crime or something? I'm really
not getting that vibe."

“You'd be surprised, actually,” he said. | couldn't help but notice
the way a muscle jumped in his

jaw. “Do you have a place to stay tonight?”

| immediately shook my head, confused as to why so many
people seemed to care what was happening to me. Where | come
from, and | think in most cases, people minded their own business.

"Yes.
| am fine."

He looked at my suitcase and dirty clothes.

“Alright, well, on the off chance that your plans fail, there is
a bed and breakfast around the corner that usually has vacancies.”

“Tell them Liam Blackwood sent you, and they should be able
to get you ready for the night.”

My chest filled with hope at his words.
"Really?" Then, realizing that | had basically given myself away as a
liar with no place to stay, I quickly continued on. "I mean, uh, thanks,
but I'm sure that won't be necessary."

Liam reached into his pocket and pulled out some kind of
wrapping paper, writing something on it with a pen he had in the car.
He handed it to me.

“There should also be a phone there that you can use.
Call me if you have any problems.”

| looked down at the phone number in my hands. | was starting

to get déja vu, remembering the interaction | had with Loretta this
morning.
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| tried to give Liam a smile, hiding the number in my pocket.
“I'm sure I'll be fine.”

Liam didn't look so convinced. In fact, he looked more
worried than before. After a few more seconds, however, his gaze
shifted from me to the watch on his wrist.

“Hmm, you know what?” he said, pressing his tongue to the
inside of her cheek. “I think we're going to be late for dinner. Laila,
why didn't you say anything?"

He shook his head, looking at me with mock exasperation. “I
have to do everything around here. Nice to meet you, new girl.” He
put the car in motion.

“Uh, yes, you too,” | replied.

As they pulled away, | watched Laila's silhouette through the
rear window of her car continually ram into Liam's head with more
aggression than I'd expected from someone so small.

| had to hold back a laugh. | could still hear them
yelling at each other as the car disappeared from view.
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Chapter 9

BELLE

“Nine hundred dollars?” | demanded. “For one night?”

The smiling lady behind the desk at the inn Liam had
recommended to me nodded. “This is a very nice establishment.”

It was also the only vacant seat in this godforsaken city. It was
great that it cost an arm and a leg to sleep here.

“Are the sheets embroidered with gold or something?”
| asked.

The woman's gentle expression turned hard in a matter of
seconds.

“No,” she snapped. “But each room has two king beds, an

ocean view, a personal jacuzzi, beach access, and complimentary
breakfast every morning.”

“Is there any kind of exception that can be made? Can | make
an account and pay when | have the money?”

| hated the idea of owing someone, but | had no other choice.
choice. “Please, | have no other place to stay.”

“I'm afraid not, dear,” the woman replied, her tone feigning
sympathy. | watched her study my appearance with distaste, stopping
at my bruised cheek and then my stained clothes.

His nose even wrinkled. “There's a motel about an hour's drive
from here that's a little cheaper if you want to try your luck there.”
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That would be great if | had some way to get there.
When | told her this, she just shrugged and turned away, obviously
done with the conversation. | sighed.

“Would it make any difference if | said Liam Blackwood sent
me?”

This got the woman's attention. She turned to me, surprise
etched on her face. “Liam Blackwood? Did he tell you to come
here?”

| shook my head.
"One second. Let me make a call.”

The woman disappeared behind a door that must have led
to an office. She returned a minute or two later, her lips pursed.

“I'm sorry, the owner doesn't think it would be a good
idea for you to stay here, despite your connection to his son.”

Suddenly it made sense. Blackwood Inn and Breakfast.
Blackwood- as in Liam Blackwood. Liam's family

she owned the place.

“Now, I'm going to have to ask you to leave,” the woman
continued.

| bit my lip, feeling my chest tighten and my unwanted tears.
| gave the woman one more pleading look, which was only met
with a scowl that told me that under no circumstances was she
going to budge.

Having no other choice, | turned around and scrambled to
outside the inn.

Once outside, a new, unexpected wave of pain hit me like a
ton of bricks. | immediately
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| dropped my suitcase and backpack, doubling over and gritting my
teeth to hold back a scream.

This was the worst it had ever gotten.

The pain lasted about a minute. | could feel Grayson's presence
in my head, pressing against my conscience, trying to invade my mind
so he could undoubtedly torment me some more.

| screamed as he thrust again, nearly breaking my walls. Why
was he doing this? Why did he push to stay connected to me?

Was he really that cruel? So cruel that he would deliberately
cause me more pain after rejecting me and putting me through hell?

If he thought | was going to let him take over any part of my life
after everything he'd done, he had something else coming.

| just wanted him to leave me alone. Why didn't he do this?

Finally, | managed to gather my things and stagger to the side of
the inn. | leaned against the building, slowly sliding down the wall until
my butt met the grass.

| took a deep breath, calming myself, closing my eyes tightly and
forcing myself not to cry. Did not work. | couldn't stop the tears from
falling.

And just when | thought things couldn't get any worse, it started
to rain. | looked up, groaning loudly. Of course... How lucky for me.
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Not knowing what else to do, | brought my legs up to my chest and buried

my face in my bony knee, letting my sobs overtake my body.

“Hey, new girl!"” a familiar voice called out abruptly. | jumped, my head

flying up. “What are you doing in the rain?”

Liam. Liam, the boy from before, was approaching me,

with the hand raised over the eyes to protect from the rain.

-l wanted to scream at him to leave me alone. | didn't want him to see me

like this and | definitely didn't want the help | knew he would try to offer.

But | just couldn't do my job.

| couldn't form the words.

Liam stopped as he approached, clearly seeing my pained and tearful

expression. His face softened.
“Hey,” he said gently. "Are you well?"

| shook my head, smoothing my wet hair.
"l am fine." | whispered. | hated how my voice sounded

Broken.

Liam didn't say anything for a few seconds. | practically

he could feel the pity seeping out of him.

The pain in my head was finally starting to subside. | sighed deeply.

“I'm fine,” | repeated. "You can go. Get out of the rain.”

Liam shoved his hands in his pockets, never taking his eyes off me.

“Can | give you a ride somewhere? I'd rather not leave you here alone."
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| shook my head. “I am waiting for someone to come to me

search.” I lied. “She will be here any minute now.”

"Oh okay. Do you mind if | ask who she is

Itis?"

| closed my eyes, not wanting to do this right now. “A friend

childhood,” | replied without thinking. “Sarah.”

“Oh, Sarah,” Liam said, shaking his head. “Sarah who?
Sarah Martin? Sarah Paige? Sarah Lewis?”

I had to hold back a groan. Stupid small towns where everyone knows
everyone else.

“Sarah Lewis,” he replied dryly.

Liam's eyebrows rose in amusement. "Your

childhood best friend is a 95-year-old woman with Alzheimer's?"

Shit.

“‘Oh. I, uh...”

Without saying another word, Liam crouched down in front of me.
There was a moment of silence. “So bed and breakfast

Didn't work out, huh?"

| was suddenly overjoyed that it was dark outside. If not, I'm sure Liam

would be witnessing my face turn red as a tomato. | shook my head silently.

“Did you try to tell them | sent you?”
| nodded once.

“Shit,” Liam said, running a hand through his wet, curly hair in frustration.

Her eyelashes and skin were
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splashed with raindrops. He was getting completely drenched.

“So... you don't have a place to stay tonight, then? And before | answer, |
want you to know that there is no judgment on my part. | don't know your
situation, | can only make assumptions based on the information you've
presented to me.

You're sitting outside the only place you could spend the night, your suitcase by

your side, crying in the rain alone..."

He shrugged. “I'm not really trying

offend you. | just want to make sure you have a warm place to sleep tonight.”

“I have a place to stay,” | said firmly.

| knew deep down that Liam meant well. He was trying to help me, but |

really didn't want to. | didn't trust him or his charming smile.

| wish this conversation was over so | could
go back to being miserable alone.

Liam licked his lips. “Do you mind if | ask

where? | could give you a ride.”
“Okay,” | responded quickly. "I'll be fine."

Liam nodded, apparently accepting my answer.
| thought he would leave me alone. But then Liam sat on his ass in the wet grass

right in front of me. He looked at me expectantly.

"What are you doing?" | asked after an awkward moment of silence had

passed.

Liam shrugged. "Waiting."

"For...?"
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“I'm waiting until | know you have a safe place to sleep tonight,” he
replied nonchalantly. “It seems you're not comfortable sharing this
information with me yet. Normally, | would respect your wishes and leave
you alone. “However, | kind of feel like it's my moral obligation to make
sure you don't end up alone, sitting in the freezing rain all night, in a
strange city where you don't know anyone. So I'm going to sit here until
you tell me where you plan to sleep tonight.”

| crossed my arms over my chest. “What if | refuse to tell you?”

Liam leaned back on his palms and stretched his legs out in front of
him, crossing at the ankles. “Then | guess we're both going to be here all

night.”

| didn't know how to respond. My stubborn side was showing,
remembering the promise | made to myself before coming here. I'm tired

of putting my well-being in the hands of
others.

So instead of answering, | ignored him and put my forehead back
on my knees. | would just wait for him to leave. It wasn't like | had

anywhere else to be.

A few minutes passed and | found my mind wandering, thinking
about my other options. | could get back on a bus and try to get some
sleep while it takes me somewhere else.

At least | wouldn't be out in the rain then. Or | could just start walking
and hope to find a bridge or something.
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"You know..." Liam said, snapping me out of my thoughts.
“I have an extra bed in my apartment. You can stay there tonight. It
wouldn't be a problem.”

“No thanks,” | replied, not even looking at him.
"l don't stay in... strangers' houses."

Liam scoffed. “Are you scared I'm going to kill you or something?
Do I look like a serial killer to you?”

| looked at him. He didn't look like a serial killer. But then again,
neither did Ted Bundy until he had killed over twenty girls.

“I will not stay at your house. | barely know you. I'm not idiot."

“I never said you were stupid.” Liam frowned.
“Look, it would be much better than sleeping here.”

| did not answer.

“I'll ask my sister to sleep here if it makes you feel better. Then
you won't be alone with me. She passed out in my car on the way back
to her house. | was going to drop you off at your apartment, but...”

“| appreciate your offer,” | said, cutting him off, “but | promise
you I'm fine. I'm a big girl. | can take care of myself.”

Liam studied me for a long time. my jaw if
squeezed. "And now?" | grabbed.

“It's just...you've been through a lot of shit,” he replied.
It wasn't a question. His gentle, nonjudgmental tone made me wish |
could sink into the brick wall behind me.

“It's pretty obvious. You are closed because someone hurt you.
And you're stubborn as hell. i can see how
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these two things would create a big problem with trusted people. You want to do
things on your own, to prove that you can take care of yourself without anyone
else's help. | understand. I've been there too. But you should know that part of

taking care of yourself is accepting help when you need it.”

| tried to ignore the meaning of his words. it was a thing
extremely difficult to do.

| kept my gaze on my hands as | swallowed back a few tears.

“l promised myself that | would be more independent when | was gone.” |

finally whispered.

Liam stood up, offering his hand to me. "Let's go.

You can be independent from my house.”

When | continued to hesitate, Liam rolled his eyes and gripped my arm
tightly. Before | knew what was happening, | was being pulled to my feet,

staggering forward.

“There's no shame in accepting help,” Liam reminded me as | regained my
balance and looked up at him. My world spun briefly, remembering that | still

hadn't eaten today.

Before | could protest, he grabbed my bag in one hand and slung my bag
over his shoulder. “Especially when that someone means well and is extremely

handsome.”

He winked before walking away with my things.

| ran after him, quickly taking my suitcase out of his hands and pulling my

backpack away from him.
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“Don't touch my stuff,” I told him with a frown. “And don't get
any ideas. Just because I'm spending the night at your place
doesn't mean anything is going on between us. Keep it in your
pants, buddy.”

Liam chuckled and held up his hands in surrender as |
continued on to where | assumed his car was located.

“I am glad to hear that you have finally accepted my invitation.”
He said with a charming smile that I'm sure would make the girls
swoon. Normally

“And | have no expectations for tonight.” He leaned in so his
mouth was close to my ear, his breath fanning my hair. "You?"

My stomach twisted. An image of Grayson's face flashed
through my mind, and the pain in my neck worsened, burning like
someone had just run a hot iron into my skin.

| swallowed hard and grabbed Grayson's mark. | stumbled

away from Liam, hoping the space between us would lessen the
terrible pain.

Would it be like this every time a boy came on to me?
Would | think of Grayson and be consumed with grief?

Liam's steps faltered. “Hey, are you okay?” All humor was
gone from his tone. “What is that on your neck?”

Forcing myself to regain my composure, | slowly straightened
up and adjusted the collar of my shirt so that Grayson's mark was
no longer visible. | swallowed. "Is nothing. Don't worry about that."
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My words came out harsher than | intended, but
| couldn't feel guilty. It was none of his business.

Fortunately, Liam didn't ask any more questions. We
approached his car, which was parked down the street, in awkward

silence.

After putting my things in the trunk, Liam opened the door
for me, motioning me inside. | looked in hesitantly. Her sister,
Laila, was fast asleep in the passenger seat.

| looked back at Liam.

He smiled. “She is a deep sleeper. Don't worry."
He motioned for me to get inside once more before walking around
the front of the truck to the driver's side and sliding inside.

When 1 still didn't move, he turned and raised an eyebrow at

me.

Trying not to think about it too much, | walked in and closed the door.
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Chapter 10

BELLE

Liam shook Laila awake after we pulled into the parking lot of
his apartment building. She was confused but didn't argue when
Liam asked her to stay the night because of me.

She was so tired that when we walked into his apartment, she

immediately threw herself on the couch in the living room and went
back to sleep.

| walked around his apartment in awe. “Do you live here
alone?” | asked.

His house was good, very good. It was huge, with a
full kitchen and a large living and dining room.

To my left was a long hallway that | assumed led to several
bedrooms and bathrooms. | couldn't help but notice that it didn't look
like the home of a young man in his early twenties.

It was too organized, too mature, and too big for one person.
It also didn't escape my attention that Liam had pressed the button
for the top floor when we were in the elevator.

He lived on the top floor, his living room facing an incredible
view of the sea.

Liam sighed. "I know. It makes me look like a rich idiot.”

"No! No, that's not what | meant,” | rambled on quickly, pulling
my eyes from the incredible sight to meet his gaze. “It's just...” |
looked around again. “It's kind of..”

"Big. And chic,” Liam finished for me. | was surprised to see a
frown on his lips as he
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he also looked over his apartment. "I did not choose. My father gave
me this apartment for my eighteenth birthday.”

It stopped me. Exactly how much money does the family
did this guy have?

"Wow. Eighteen,” | muttered. “This is not a slap.
in the face? 'Happy birthday, son. Move.”

Liam tried to smile; it didn't reach his eyes. “Eighteen wasn't
soon enough if you ask me. | would have moved out of his house
years ago if | could have.”

| suddenly felt bad for bringing up the subject.
There were obviously some tender feelings surrounding Liam and his
father.

Trying to move attention to something else, | said, “Well, where
do you want me? | would sleep on the couch, but it looks like it's
already taken.”

| smiled at Laila, who was drooling over Liam's beautiful cut of
leather.

“I have a guest room where you can stay.
Follow me." Liam answered.

The room he took me to was just as nice as the rest of the

place. It had a queen-size bed, a dresser with a TV on top, and a
closet.

It was decorated in neutral colors, all in gray, white and blue,
and had floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the beach. It even had
its own bathroom.

“Wow,” | breathed. "This is amazing."

Liam nodded, shoving his hands in his pockets. He looked
uncomfortable. "Yeah, well, it's all yours."
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Standing in that immaculate room was starting to make me feel incredibly

inadequate in my dirty clothes. | hadn't even showered since leaving Grayson.

“Are you sure it's okay with a stranger?

staying in your extremely nice apartment?”

"l insist. Just don't steal or break anything, and we're fine."

He looked at me, smiling. “You seem like the type to steal and break.”

| rolled my eyes. “Thanks, Liam. Serious. You have no idea
of what a lifesaver you are.”

Liam smiled softly. "You do not have to thank me.

I'm always happy to help a damsel in distress.”

| hated that he could call me that and that it actually applied and made

sense. The last thing | wanted was to be dependent on someone else.

"You need anything? Soap? Toothbrush?" Liam asked.

“Some soap and shampoo would be great if you have it.”

| put my things on the floor at the foot of the bed.

Being in this immaculate room made me realize just how dirty | was. |
haven't had the opportunity or motivation to shower since leaving Grayson. “Is it

okay if | use your shower?”

Liam nodded. "Clear. Can | get some ibuprofen too?”

| made a face. "Why?"

“Other than the fact that you have a black eye and you're clutching the

side of your neck like someone stabbed you in the carotid artery?”
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My face heated up. | didn't realize it had been
so bad at hiding the fact that he was in pain.

“Um, okay,” | said. "Thanks."

“Anytime,” Liam replied as he walked
to the door.

“Hey, Liam?” | asked him right before he left.
He turned to me.

“I'm Belle, by the way.”

Her lips curved. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Belle.

| fell asleep the moment my head hit the pillow.

And then the dreams began.

| was in a field of red poppies, the wind ruffling my hair and
the long white dress | was wearing.
It was peaceful here...serene.

But for some reason, | wasn't calm. | was on edge, my heart
fluttering wildly against my ribcage like a captive bird. Something
felt... wrong.

| turned, looking, though | wasn't sure why.
All | could see were poppies, an ocean of red and green. They

were everywhere, surrounding me and traveling far beyond the
horizon.
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Clouds rolled across the sky, blotting out the sun and making

everything suddenly very dark. | could barely see ten feet ahead of
me.

My panic rose, forcing me to run forward, pushing flowers out
of my way as | tried to find my way out of the overwhelming sea of

poppies.

But no matter how much | ran, | was trapped, trapped in this
endless field.

The movement caught my attention. | changed. Two small lights
glowed bright red in the distance, almost blending in with the flowers.
They were close to the ground and closing in on me.

| squinted, trying to see what they were through the
darkness, but it was almost impossible.

| took a step forward. Then two and three. Something was
pushing me closer to the moving lights. | had to know what they were.
They were getting brighter and easier to see in total darkness.

It was about ten feet away from me now. | realized with a start
that the red lights weren't really lights.
They were eyes. And they were connected to a beast that roamed
beneath. A wolf.

Panic spiked the walls of my throat and clogged my windpipe. |
recognized this wolf. It was huge, almost the size of a horse and
covered in thick, midnight black hair. It was Grayson's wolf.

| should have taken comfort in that fact. Same

when Grayson was horrible to me, his wolf wasn't. Your wolf always
wanted me, always cared for me.
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However, if his dark red eyes and evil mannerisms were any
indicator, this wasn't the wolf | remembered.

He bared his teeth at me, growling deeply, keeping himself low
to the ground, never taking his eyes off me.

Grayson's wolf was hunting me.

Without thinking twice, | turned and started running in the
opposite direction. | tripped over the flowers and the hem of my long
dress in a panicked run.

Pollen from the surrounding poppies traveled up my nose,
congesting my lungs to the point it almost felt like | couldn't breathe.

| looked over my shoulder, my heart beating in a blur against
my ribcage when | saw Grayson stalking me, staring down at me
with his determined, mischievous blood-red eyes.

| had no doubt he would get me — and soon. He was toying
with me now, allowing me to run ahead, even though we both knew
he was more than capable of catching up whenever he wanted.

Was his plan to tire me out? Or maybe he was enjoying making
a game of me?

My feet got caught abruptly in the flowers, causing me to
stumble and fall to the ground. | let out a scream of terror.

| turned onto my back and watched in horror as the wolf rose
to its hind legs and began to change into something else. Her bones
cracked and the skin on her face stretched and tore.
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Within seconds, a human was standing over me. Grayson was looking at

me with a natural smile that took up his entire face.

His eyes still burned red, unlike the usual deep green or black | was so

used to.

“Grayson,” | gasped. "Please do not." | wasn't even sure what | was

begging for.
His smile only grew at the sound of my tearful voice. And it was

then | noticed them. There were long, pointed fangs poking out from under his

curved upper lip.

“You can't escape me, Belle,” he said. not the voice

it was his; it was thinner and sounded more like a long hiss.
He pounced on me.

| woke up screaming. My entire body was shaking and covered from head
to toe with dripping sweat. My heart was beating rapidly in my chest. | couldn't

see anything.

Was | still in the field? Grayson was here to kill me?

My mark was burning so hard | could have sworn it was on fire, and my
head was throbbing like someone was hitting the inside of my skull repeatedly

with a hammer. My stomach churned with nausea.

My muscles ached.

Suddenly, the bedroom door opened. Liam came in

running, closely followed by Laila.
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“Belle!” Liam screamed. | could tell he had just woken up. He was only
wearing his pajama bottoms and had an alarmed and confused look on his face,

as if he'd woken up with a shock.

“Hey, hey, you're fine! It was just a dream! Everything is fine!"

| realized that | was still screaming. But | couldn't stop. The intense terror
coursing through my body made that impossible. My lungs begged for air | was

unable to give.

When Liam tried to approach me, | screamed louder, pressing my body

against the headboard in an effort to get away from him.

Someone grabbed my hand. Laila was on the other side of the

Liam's bed, looking at me with wide eyes.

When | tried to pull my hand away from her, she just held on tighter, then

placed it on her chest so | could feel her heart beating under my palm.

My eyes met her golden brown ones. My

cry faltered.

“Breathe,” she whispered. She took a deep breath as if to demonstrate,
her chest rising and falling under my hand. “You're safe, Belle. Nobody will hurt

you. Just Breathe."

| listened. Air filled my raspy throat and traveled into my grateful lungs.

“Good,” Laila said calmly. She continued to breathe

with me, grounding me once more.
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My mind cleared until | remembered where | was and what | was
doing here. | was in Liam's apartment, thousands of miles from Grayson.
Grayson wasn't here. He couldn't hurt me. It was all just a dream.

After a few more moments, | was finally calm enough to speak. |
looked from Laila to Liam. “I- I'm so sorry,” | whispered. | wiped away the
tears that were streaming down my face. "Nightmare."

Everyone was silent for a few seconds. Then Laila laughed softly.
She sat on the edge of the bed. "Are you well

now?"

| shook my head, running a hand through my messy hair. | couldn't
help but wince at the pounding in my head. "l am fine. I-I'm really sorry |
woke you up.”

| looked out the window. It was still extremely dark outside.
"What time is it?"

Laila took her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans. "They are
three in the morning.”

| shuddered. | was a terrible houseguest. “I'm really sorry, guys.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for-*

“What the fuck was that?” Liam asked me, interrupting his sister
and shocking me with the bluntness of his question. “I thought you were
being murdered or something. Has anything like this ever happened
before?”

| shook my head. "No, never. I... | think it was just a dream, but it
felt so... real.”
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“It was a night terror,” explained Laila. “They can look really real. They are

usually a sign that a person has experienced trauma.”

They both looked at me expectantly, obviously expecting some sort of
explanation. As if | would accompany them through my traumatic past in the

middle of
night.

“I'm fine now, | promise,” | said instead.
“Honestly, I'm more embarrassed than anything else. Seriously, | feel terrible for

waking you two up. You should go back to sleep.”

They exchanged worried glances.

“Are you sure you're okay?” Liam asked. "You

is holding your neck again.”

| removed my hand from Grayson's mark. | didn't even have

| realized | was holding it.

“I'm fine,” | said once more, placing my hand
by my side.

“Do you want one of us to stay here with you?” liam me

He asked. “In case something like this happens again?”

Laila nodded. “I would be happy to stay here with you, Belle.”

My cheeks turned red. | was starting to feel like a kid afraid of the dark. “I
think you've done enough for me, but | appreciate the offer.

I'll be fine sleeping alone."

It just took a little more convincing before they both reluctantly agreed to

leave me alone and cautiously started to leave the room.
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Liam stopped in the doorway, looking at me. "I'm down the hall if you need

anything, okay?"

I shook my head, giving him the best smile | could muster.
"OK. Thanks."

He nodded once, then pursed his lips.

“Do you want me to turn off the light?”

| was about to say yes, but | hesitated. “Is it okay if we leave it on?” |

asked. So maybe | was a kid scared of the dark.

“Of course,” Liam replied, taking his hand off the switch. "Goodnight."

"Goodnight."

He gave me one last concerned look before leaving the room.

room and close the door behind you.

As | lay my head on my pillow, Grayson's words from my dream flashed

through my head.
one and another time.

“You can't escape me, Belle.”

| woke up extremely early the next morning. Unsurprisingly, | couldn't sleep

again after my nightmare last night.

| spent the entire night tossing and turning, trying to get Grayson's face

and voice out of my head. It was like he was haunting me.
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| knew he would laugh if he could see me. he would find
joy in the pain and confusion it was still causing me.

Every horrible thing he's said to me, every lie he's ever told me,
kept replaying in my mind.

“What did | do in my past life to get stuck with you?

'l didn't even realize how pathetic a human can be until | met

you.
‘Can't you do anything right, you piece of shit?'

‘The only reason alphas want their mates is for the power they
give them. You are here to bring me pleasure and power. And that.'

‘And worst of all: 'l am physically incapable of causing you pain.’

What a lie.

Pushing those thoughts away, | quickly got up and made the
bed. | couldn't stay in bed any longer. however exhausted
Whatever it was, | had to get up and move. | had to find a job and a
place to stay tonight.

It must have been around five in the morning. Hopefully Liam
and Laila were still asleep so | could just leave them a note and get
out of here without causing any more trouble.

Once my backpack and suitcase were packed, | silently made
my way out of my bedroom and into the living room. | was suspicious
of the fact that Laila was probably still sleeping on the couch in the
living room.

| paused when | looked at the couch and saw that it was empty.

“Good morning,” said a voice.
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| jumped and let out an embarrassingly high-pitched squeak.
| turned around, coming face to face with Laila. She was leaning

against the kitchen counter, a mug of something steaming in her
hand.

His lips curved into a smile. “Sorry, didn't mean to startle
you,” she said.

| held my breath and looked down the hall from where | had
just left, hoping | wouldn't wake Liam with my scream.

“Don't worry,” said Laila, following my line of thought.
vision. “Liam won't wake up for at least another three hours.”

| shifted my weight restlessly, feeling awkward. “Actually, |
was leaving.” | tightened the backpack straps around my shoulders.

“You could thank your brother for letting me stay
here? And sorry again about the whole...nightmare thing.”

Laila waved a dismissive hand. “What's the rush?” She
walked over to one of the cupboards and grabbed another mug.
"Do you like coffee? I'm sure you could enjoy it after the night you
had.”

| watched her uneasily. Coffee looked good, but | had already
decided to take the first bus there so | could continue my job
search. "All good. | really should go.”

Acting as if | hadn't said anything, Laila picked up the
coffeepot and filled the mug to the brim. She looked at me.
“You need a job, right?”

My eyebrows drew together. Had she read my mind? “Uh...
yeah.”

“Well, you are in luck.” She pushed her coffee cup across
the island so it was in front of me. “There Is a restaurant
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out of town | know needs a new waitress. | hear the owner is a bit
of an idiot, but it might be what you're looking for. Interested?”

"Really?" | asked. | took a step forward, my heart pounding

anxiously in my chest. “That would be amazing.
How did you know about that?”

“Liam and | eat there a lot. It's one of the only places around

here that our father doesn't own. We go there to escape watchful
eyes and watchful ears.”

So your dad owns basically all of Evergreen?”

Laila nodded, taking another sip of coffee. Your eyes

they seemed distant. “Everything and everyone, it seems.”
| hesitated. “Is he like... the mayor or something?”

She looked at me. “Basically, yes. may well

to be."

So he was the reason | couldn't get a job at Evergreen. “Well,
thanks for telling me about the job. You have no idea how much
this helps me.”

Laila leaned against the counter behind her. "Glad to help."
She smiled sweetly. “I can take you there later today if you like. |
don't have anything else going on. But we can wait an hour or two.
| don't know what time it opens.”

| finally joined her on the island, sitting on one of the stools. |
wrapped my hands around the mug. "l would appreciate it. Thanks.
Truly."

Feeling a little more relaxed now that | had a plan, | took a sip
of coffee.

Laila studied me for a few seconds before laughing. "You
know, | don't think | know your name yet."
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| paused to think about it, realizing she was right. “Oh. Oh
right. Damn, I'm sorry. My name is Belle.”

His smile grew. “Nice to meet you, Belle,” she said.
gently.

| was starting to really understand just how polar opposites
Laila and her brother were. Liam was loud and energetic, while
Laila was quiet and calm. They evened ouit.

| smile back. “It is also a pleasure to meet you.”

“You know,” Laila continued, leaning her elbows on the
counter in front of her, the mug still in her hands, “now that we know
you're probably going to stick around, I'd love it if we could be
friends.”

“Friends?” | repeat. | had never had a friend before.
| never had friends before. Not since | was little. | didn't have time
after my dad got sick.

"Yes, if you want to. Everyone in this town is either boring or
two-faced liars.” She wrinkled her nose. “Or did they leave

from here and went to a better place. Unfortunately I'm stuck
here. Liam too.”

“Stuck here? You are kidding?" | looked around the amazing
apartment that had been provided by his obviously very wealthy

father and out the living room window overlooking the absolutely
amazing view.

“Evergreen is beautiful. | would love to live here.”

“Trust me, it's not as amazing as it sounds. He can
look like an amazing hideaway from the outside, but inside...”
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She shook her head as if trying to clear a bad memory. “Just... not
everything is what it seems around here.”

“Oh,” | whispered. “Well... anything is better than where | came from.”

| could feel the way Laila's gaze roamed over the large bruise that

was still taking up half of my body.
face.

“Yes, | bet.”

| expected her to ask more questions, but | was extremely grateful
when she didn't insist. Instead, she went to the kitchen cupboard next to
the sink, got out some ibuprofen, and handed it to me.

She didn't ask if | wanted it. He simply handed it to me, followed by
a glass of water.

“Thanks,” | mumbled. | didn't argue before swallowing the pills.

We spent the next hour or so talking. | learned that Laila and Liam
were basically like royalty at Evergreen. The Blackwoods were the
hierarchy, and your father was the king.

Laila didn't act like royalty, though. In fact, it looked like she didn't
much like talking about her father or all the money her family had, just like
Liam did.

She was extremely nice. She made me comfortable and
never pressed me for information about my past.

In fact, she was so sensitive about what she was saying that | began
to suspect that Laila might have a past of her own.
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There was a kind of cloudiness to his eyes — a look that told me
something else was on his mind, haunting me.

a.

“Walt, you can't be serious.” | laughed.

Laila laughed with me. “l wish it weren't. It scarred me for life.
You can imagine? Liam and, like, eight of his friends — in custody at
the station, all soaked and in their underwear.”

“Oh my God, this is horrible! How could they do something so
stupid?” | asked, unable to hold back the big smile that took over my
face.

“| asked them the same question. It was one of the hottest days
of the year, but we still live on the beach, for God's sake!
There was no reason for them to use the country club pool.
And then undress and accidentally lock yourself in there with no
clothes on? They were just being idiots, | swear.”

Someone moaned behind us. “You're never going to let me
forget this, are you?”

| turned, seeing Liam standing at the entrance to the hall,
looking at the two of us with a pained expression on his face.

Laila smiled. She stuffed one of the grapes in her mouth.
stolen from his fridge. "No."

Liam shrugged and walked over to us, snatching the grapes
from Laila's hand and taking them for himself. “It wasn't even my idea.
Anous is just an idiot.”

| almost choked on the coffee. “Are you friends with someone
named Anous? This cannot be real.”

He popped a grape in his mouth. “Oh, it's true. he gets shit
every day. Apparently, it's a family name.”
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"Worst family name ever," he added.
There.

“Like | said,” Liam continued, “Anous is an idiot.”

| laughed so hard that for a second | forgot all about Grayson
and the pain | was feeling. It was good.

| wish it could have lasted forever.
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Chapter 11

BELLE

THREE MONTHS LATER

My feet were killing me. The heels my boss made me wear
definitely didn't provide enough support for a busy restaurant shift.

It probably didn't help that | worked every day this week without a
break.

| was exhausted.

| sighed, pushing my hair out of my face as | carried a tray of
food to a table of drunken men who hadn't stopped staring at my ass
since they entered.

They all gave me dark looks as | set the food on the table. |
asked if they needed anything else before quickly leaving.

Thanks to my uniform, | was used to this kind of behavior from
men. It only took me a week to learn how to fight wandering hands.

When my boss handed me the short red dress, white apron
and black high heels, | almost thought he was kidding — that is, until
| saw that the other waitresses were wearing the same thing.

But | accepted without complaining, just happy for the work.

Pom Pom's, the place Laila had recommended | get a job, was
a diner on the outskirts of
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Evergreen. They hired me right away, barely having time to interview
me.

They obviously needed help. Though | wasn't sure | considered
myself lucky to work here.
It was run down and understaffed and had paint peeling off the
stained walls.

It served hamburgers made of questionable meat and attracted

customers of an even more questionable character.

The only good thing about working here was that my boss was
happy, even giving me as many hours as | wanted, which was good
because | needed to make a living somehow.

My brand throbbed on my neck as | walked behind the front
counter. | quickly put down the tray | was carrying. | breathed through
the pain, leaning against the wall behind me for support.

It was really bad today for some reason. wave after wave of
Agonizing heat shot through me, nearly knocking me over.

| couldn't hold back the moan that escaped my throat or the
unwanted tears that started to well up in my eyes.

It was just getting worse. Every day that passed away from Grayson
it was becoming more torturous than the previous one.

The mark Grayson left on my neck all those months ago used
to be just two small dots where his fangs pierced me.

The stitches were slightly raised and healed with scar tissue —
hardly noticeable unless you were looking for them. Now, however,
it looked absolutely awful.
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Were red and irritated, surrounded by a rash

rash that spread across my neck, shoulder and chest.

The two puncture wounds from Grayson's teeth gaped open and bled
constantly, staining whatever | wore even though | tried to keep it covered with a

bandage.

The tag itself was slightly swollen, looking like | had a small tumor under
the skin. It throbbed with pain as if it had a life of its own. | could practically feel it

draining the energy out of me every day.

Part of me had just accepted this as mine.

new life. Just as | had to deal with my period every month, | would have to deal

with the agonizing pain of being rejected by my soul mate.

Just normal stuff, right?

At least the constant headache I'd been suffering from for the last three
months — the one | knew was caused by Grayson trying to get into my mind so he

could know where | was and watch over me — was starting to fade a little.

It meant that my ex-partner was slowly worrying about me less, forgetting

about me and moving on with his life.

Even though | knew it was for the best, my heart still squeezed at the

thought. Soon he wouldn't think of me anymore — | would be just a distant memory.

Grayson would never be that to me.

| would always cherish the time we spent together in
Paris, sitting under the twinkling lights of the Eiffel Tower as we talked for hours,

holding hands as we
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we walked through the Louvre and waking up in each other's arms
every morning.

Although we had a rocky start to our relationship, he quickly
won me over and made me realize that all | wanted in life...was
him. he was mine

House.

And now... he was forgetting about me.
Shit, why was | thinking about that?

You don't want him, Belle, | told myself. You don't
may want it.

“Belle!” someone shouted.
My head snapped. My boss, Jerry, had just walked into the

restaurant. He was wearing his white T-shirt
stained as usual and jeans with slippers on her feet.

His bald head was glistening with sweat and his yellow teeth
were bared with the constant sneer

in your face.

“What the fuck are you doing just standing there?” he
demanded. “Back to work!”

| had to stop myself from arguing with him and demanding
that he not talk to me like that. The restaurant was now dead. | had
just given food to my only customers.

It was a surprise that they were here, as it was almost eleven
at night, and the restaurant was usually empty.
now.

“Sorry,” | replied, trying to ignore my pain and looking for
something to do.
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| grabbed a white cloth and started wiping down the counter,
even though I'd wiped it down ten minutes ago. | winced as my
mark began to pulse again from the movement.

| had no idea what Jerry was doing here. | knew he owned
Pom Pom's, but he spent so much time here that | wouldn't be
surprised if he had a bed set up in the back.

And yet he didn't act like a boss except when he was yelling
at us to get back to work. Usually he just sat around counting his
money or hanging out in his back office.

| had no idea what he did all day because it definitely wasn't
running his restaurant. | neither
| thought of him as my boss, since | hadn't spoken to him more
than a handful of times since he hired me.

Whenever | had any kind of problem, | went to my manager,
another waitress named Brenda. She was in charge of schedules,
salaries, and keeping everyone under control.

She was also a great friend and knew what it meant to
struggle in life since she was a single mom trying to raise two kids
on a waitress' salary.

| felt like I could talk to her about anything, and she wouldn't
judge me.

It was a shame | wasn't working with her tonight.
| was the only waitress here. The cook was in the back, but he
almost never came out.

It would have been nice to have someone to hide behind to
avoid Jerry's wandering gaze. He was always a little too comfortable
around me.
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He proved my point as his eyes traveled up and down my
body appreciatively, licking his lips.

| subconsciously tugged at the bottom of my skirt, wishing
for the millionth time that it was about three inches longer.

Fortunately, Jerry didn't say anything else. He moved behind
the counter, heading straight for the cash register and opening it.
| frowned, wondering why he needed money so late at night.

My attention was drawn from my boss's shrewd behavior
when a figure walked through the door. Liam's angry gaze found
me immediately. | swallowed a groan. | was definitely in trouble.

Liam approached me immediately. “What the hell, Belle?”
he asked. “I just went to your apartment to see how you were
doing, and you weren't there. You told me you weren't working
today.”

| looked over at Jerry to see if he was listening, but he was
too busy taking money out of the register and stuffing it in his
pockets. Then he turned and walked to his office.

“I didn't think it was,” | said as | grabbed a bunch of ketchup
bottles from under the counter, getting ready to refill. “Brenda’s
son got the flu. She asked if | could take her shift tonight.”

Liam liked to drive me home from work, even though my
apartment was only half an hour's walk from here. He always got
upset when | wouldn't let him take me.

Ever since I'd known him, he'd been overprotective to the
max, and | had no idea why.
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Now, don't get me wrong, | was grateful for Liam and everything
he had done for me. If he hadn't let me stay with him three months
ago, | would have been sleeping on the street.

But | had left his house over a month ago, moving into a cheap
one-room apartment near the diner, so | no longer needed his help.

| thought my relationship with Liam would slowly dissolve into
nothing after | moved out, but he still walked around with me like he
thought he was somehow responsible for me.

| considered Liam a good friend of mine. | enjoyed being
around him and got very close to him while | was in

your home.

But there were times when he didn't act like my friend, he
acted like my bodyguard. | didn't understand. | still remembered how
upset he was when he found out | was moving out of his house.

He just didn't seem to understand that | wanted to be
independent. | didn't need another possessive alpha male coming
into my life, trying to control me and tell me what he thought was
best for me.

“Why didn't you text me?” Liam continued to be angry. “You
know | don't like you walking down the street alone, especially at
night.”

He gave me a phone just a few days after | met him. His and
Laila's numbers were programmed into the contacts the moment he
handed them to me.

| tried to deny the expensive gift, but he continued to insist,
So | ended up accepting it reluctantly.
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And now that he couldn't keep an eye on me from his
apartment, he demanded that | text him whenever | went anywhere.

| didn't look at him as | continued to fill the ketchup bottles. “I
can handle myself, Liam. | don't need a nanny. I'm not a child."

“I don't think you are a child. | just prefer you whole over
stabbed or decapitated. Or with your body lying in a dumpster
somewhere because some deranged idiot thought it would be fun
to kill you while you were walking home alone.”

| looked at him then, my expression shocked and a little
troubled. “I think you might be the deranged one. That was seriously
dismal. | can promise you that | was perfectly fine walking alone
this morning. No killer in sight.”

“This morning?" Liam demanded. "How long have you been
here?"

Shit, | shouldn't have said that. | looked away, choosing not
to answer.

“Are you telling me that it opened this morning and is now
closing?” He continued.

| sighed. “I took Candice's shift this morning. She had
an emergency. It is not a big deal."”

| didn't mention the fact that the emergency was that she was
a little bit hungover from the party last night and literally begged
me to cover for her.
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Liam's eyes seemed to darken. “You've got to be kidding
me,” he muttered under his breath. “You've been here since five
in the morning? That's great?"

| was about to respond when my neck suddenly exploded in
pain. | froze, squeezing my eyes shut. It passed a few seconds
later, and | took a deep breath, feeling suddenly dizzy and
nauseous.

"Are you well?" Liam asked, his tone gentler now. All the
anger disappeared from his tone and was replaced by genuine
concern.

| nodded, licking my lips. "All good",
| bit.

“I wish you would just let me take you to my doctor. You've
had this thing for months.” He nodded to my mark. “It's only getting
worse.”

He was right that going to the doctor was probably a good
idea, but how do | explain my brand to them?

Oh yeah, my werewolf soulmate bit me to magically bond me
to him forever and then slept with someone else, leaving this thing
on my neck that | think might be slowly killing me. Anything you
can do to help?

Yes, | had a strange feeling that it wasn't going to go very well.

“I don't have the time or money to go to the doctor, and you
know it,” | replied.

Liam opened his mouth to argue, but | cut him off instantly,
already knowing what he was going to say.
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“I won't let you pay for a doctor's appointment.
You've done enough for me, and I still owe you for the months you
let me stay in your apartment.”

| looked down at the ketchup bottles in my hands. "In addition
other than that, it's not that bad. I'm just being dramatic.”

Liam's jaw clenched. | knew he didn't believe me one bit. I
already told you, you won't pay me for staying with me. Now, how's
your head?"

| rolled my eyes. | wish I'd never told him about the stupid
headaches Grayson had given me.
It became very difficult to hide so much pain all the time. | couldn't
keep avoiding their questions.

“I'm fine, Liam,” | said again. “I'm healthy as an ox. | officially
give you permission to stop worrying about me. I'm sure you have
better things to do.”

He obviously didn't agree because he kept asking me

qguestions. “When was the last time you had a good night's sleep?
Are you still having night terrors?”

Embarrassment tightened in my chest, remembering all the
times | woke Liam in the middle of the night with my screams.
It still happened almost every night and had been since | left
Grayson.

“I don't want to sleep,” | said. “I'd rather be here.”

It was true. | hated going back to my apartment, where | only
had my thoughts for company.

Sleep was even worse. If | somehow managed to fall asleep,
despite all the pain that constantly coursed through my body,
nightmares would torture me through the night.
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They always consisted of Grayson teasing me, stalking me,
glaring at me with his glowing red eyes.

| would wake up screaming, covered in sweat and tears streaming
from my eyes.

| couldn't remember where | was or how | got there, only that
Grayson, my soulmate and the only person in this entire world |
really cared about, hated me.

Didn't want me. I'd rather be with someone else and have fun
torturing me.

After each dream, | would spend the rest of the night awake,
staring at the ceiling, feeling empty, hopeless, and afraid.

So yeah, working at Pom Pom's might not have been a
dream, but it was better than going home.

Liam glared, about to say something else, when the cafeteria
door opened. And a very upset Laila marched in.

“Liam! Why are you ignoring all my calls?” she screamed.
"Are you seriously thinking about having a party at Dad's house
tonight?"

Liam groaned, his head dropping. He gave me a pleading
look, probably asking to support him one way or another, but | just
smiled and shrugged.

| decided right then and there that dealing with her sister would be
her punishment for pestering me.

He turned on his stool to look at her. “Hey sis,” he said
casually. “Can | buy you a cup of coffee?”
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“Do you have some kind of death wish or something?”
Laila chattered away, hands on her hips. “If Dad finds out you're having a party

at his house, he'll kill you!”

| didn't know much about Liam's relationship with his

millionaire dad, but knew they loved pushing each other's buttons. Liam would

do anything to upset his father.

“Calm down,” Liam replied. “He won't be home until late tomorrow night,
and I'll clean the place up well before then.

Besides, it's just a few people.”

“That's not what Chelsea Matthews said when | met her at the mall. She

said our entire senior class of high school would be there!”

Liam smiled, shrugging. "And? It will be fun!
Relax."

"l wasn't told about any parties,” | interrupted, trying to divert their attention

from killing each other.

I'd witnessed enough of Liam and Laila's fights to know that they usually
ended violently, and | didn't need that in the restaurant tonight, especially since

my boss was here right now.

“That's because you weren't invited,” Liam replied without hesitation.

Al.

Liam watched my face fall. "Shit, Belle, | didn't mean that-"

“It's okay,” | said, interrupting. | had never met Liam or Laila's friends

before — not that | really wanted to.

Page 108 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

| just thought it was a little strange that they were always
talking about them, but | had never seen them around. | assumed
it was because they didn't want them to know they were hanging
out with someone weird like me.

My presence in their lives was kind of hard to explain.

| looked down, wishing the ketchup bottles | was holding
would fill up faster so | could snap out of this conversation and do
something else.

| didn't want Liam to see that what he said hit a nerve.
Though | probably wouldn't have gone to the party even if I'd been
invited, being left out still hurt.

Laila looked at her brother. "You're an idiot."

Liam ignored her. “Belle, really, I'm sorry | didn't mean that.
| just didn't think it was your kind of scene. My friends are a bunch
of idiots. | don't want you near them.”

"Everything is fine. | understand,” | said. | could not
look at it.

| hated the fact that | was sad that | wasn't invited to a stupid
party. | had to remind myself that this was what | wanted.

| would be independent and work from the bottom up without
anyone's help. That meant a lot of long shifts at the restaurant
and no time for friends.

But even though that was what | wanted and needed to do,
it still sucked sometimes. | had absolutely no life.

Just then, Jerry emerged from the back. “Hey,” he said to
Liam and Laila. “Either ask for something or get out. I'm not paying
her to talk to people.”
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| looked back at my friends. Liam was shooting
daggers at Jerry with his eyes.

“Fine,” Laila replied quickly, always the most
calm. “Let's get some coffee, please,” she said.

| shook my head and turned back to the coffee pot, pouring
them each a mug of coffee. | placed the glasses on the counter in
front of them. Jerry narrowed his eyes at us before turning and
walking out the front door.

The table of men across the cafeteria nodded to
me, probably needing refills or something.

“Belle,” Liam groaned as | walked past him. "Please don't
think-"

| turned to him, pinning him with a heated gaze.
“Why don't you just do us both a favor and stop treating me like
I'm some fragile idiot who can't do anything on her own. | can
make my own decisions. I'm not stupid, Liam. Stop treating me
like I am.”

Liam blinked. “I know you're not stu—"

“I have to get back to work,” | interrupted. | didn't want to
hear whatever stupid excuse he was thinking.
“Coffee is on me. Have a great rest of your night.”

| turned and walked away from them.
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Chapter 12

BELLE

The rest of the day was a blur. That was a good thing

work in the cafeteria; keeps you busy enough that time passes quickly.

There wasn't a single moment when | didn't have something to do. | was
grateful for that, even though | was exhausted at the end of the day. It kept me

distracted from my own thoughts.

It was already dark and it was after 10 pm. | groaned as | looked at the

clock. I still had two hours left of my
shift.

| wouldn't mind being the only waitress on the floor if | was with Tommy -

hardly anyone arrives after eight -
but Bert was a different story.

He always knew just what to say to get me off
uncomfortable.

His favorite thing to talk about with me was my appearance —
how | looked in my uniform, that | would look better with makeup on, that | looked

like one of his ex-girlfriends, and so on.

Today had been, “I wish you would smile at me the way you do with

customers. Come on, give me a smile, beautiful.”
I ignored him and continued working.

| think it pissed him off because the food was coming out considerably

slower after that, leaving it to deal with
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with hungry customers who had been waiting over 45 minutes for
their food.

| was beyond exhausted. Sighing, | sat down in one of the
booths | knew Bert couldn't see from the kitchen and laid my head
against the cool table.

| was glad when the diner's only two customers left, leaving
the place completely empty. | needed a break. | was on autopilot all
day. Had | stopped for lunch?

It didn't matter. My stomach has been churning all day,
probably due to my mark, so | doubt I'd be able to keep anything
down anyway.

My body ached from being on my feet — in heels, though — for
ten straight hours yesterday and then again from running fourteen
today.

Ugh, why do | do this to myself?

Well, actually, | knew why, and it wasn't just because | needed
the money, although that was the main reason | put myself through
this hell.

But really, | didn't have much else to do with me.
same.

If | wasn't here, I'd be in my extremely bad apartment, trying to
sleep, and my nightmares never allowed me more than a few hours
of unconsciousness before | always woke up screaming every night
without fail.

At least work kept my mind busy and
gave something productive to do.
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| rested my head on my arms, still resting on the table in front of

me. The guilt was eating away at me. | hated that | had yelled at Liam
this morning.

He and Laila left after our argument and didn't
said one more word to me.

| even checked my phone several times, the one Liam gave me,
hoping to see at least one message from him, but there was nothing.

After everything he and his sister had done for me, | couldn't
believe I'd told him that. Sure, maybe he deserved it, and it felt good to
say it in the moment, but right now | felt terrible.

Liam and Laila were my friends, they cared about me and wanted
the best for me. And whether or not | wanted to admit it, | didn't want to
lose them.

| liked having friends, even if they didn't want me at their parties.

| was about to pull out my phone, ready to text Liam and
apologize, when something stopped me. Someone was sitting in front
of me.

| screamed and jumped so high out of my seat that | was taken aback.
when | didn't hit the ceiling.

-There was an older woman sitting across from me in the

cabin, smiling the kind of smile you'd expect from your grandma.

She was wearing a thick blue coat and a bandana over her head,
making her look like the kind of rich old lady you see in Hollywood
movies...
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The kind who drive old convertibles with a top, drink

expensive cocktails, and often daydream about killing their
husbands.

She was elegant and beautiful, probably one of the most
beautiful women I'd ever seen with her silver blonde hair and
porcelain skin.

She was absolutely breathtaking. and very out of place
in this old crappy restaurant.

“Oh my God,” | said, placing a hand over my chest.
to calm my racing heart. "You scared me."

She smiled sweetly. "Sorry dear."

| shook my head. "No I'm sorry." | started to get up, returning
her smile even though | wasn't feeling it. “I was just resting. | didn't
know there was anyone here.”

| was surprised when his hand shot out and grabbed my
arm, stopping me. “Why don't you sit down and have a meal with
me? | would like a big cheeseburger and some decent conversation.”

| stopped. | wasn't sure how to respond to that. |
never had a customer ask to eat with me before.

"Oh, um, thanks for the offer, but I really should get back to
work-"

“Bert!” the woman yelled, cutting me off. She never let go of
my arm, keeping me firmly in place. “Could you be a sweetheart
and make us two cheeseburgers and two strawberry milkshakes?”
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"It can leave!" he spoke back automatically. He had

more enthusiasm in his voice than I'd ever heard him use.
before.

My mouth opened slightly in surprise. she knew
Bert? "As-?"

“I come here all the time,” the woman provided, answering my question

before | asked it.

That was hard to believe. | was working here almost
every day for three months and | hadn't seen her once.

If she was one of the regulars, | would have noticed, especially if she

looked like this every day. Her beauty was very hard to miss.

“Oh, my dear, you look weary,” she said, comforting me, her kind eyes
searching my tired face. There was something about that look that made me feel

strangely comforted and at peace.

That's why | didn't stop her when she took my hands in hers and squeezed

them gently. “And | can't even begin to imagine the pain you are feeling.”

My eyebrows drew together. "Sorry?"

“Your bond is starving. Oh how you must
miss him.”

| blinked. Was she talking about...?

She cocked her head to the side as if she knew what | was thinking,
revealing her neck. | sucked in a breath when | saw the two puncture wounds

right where her neck and shoulder met. A brand. The mark of a werewolf.

“You're a-a-“ | stammered, not quite able to get the words out.
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“Yeah, | know all about werewolves,” the woman said, waving her

hand like it was no big deal. “I am mated to one, just like you.”

My gaze darted to the kitchen, looking to see if Bert
could hear something of our conversation.

| didn't know if Grayson would mind if | told anyone about the
werewolf world, but | didn't want to take any chances. | couldn't have him
tracking me.

At the thought of him, a sudden burst of pain overtook my senses. |
swallowed hard and squeezed my eyes shut. | braced myself when a
great wave of fire started to spread from my mark, about to take over my
body...

But then it stopped.

My eyes flew open. Most of the pain from my mark had just

disappeared, leaving me with a perfectly manageable throbbing sensation.
| would have screamed in relief if | wasn't so confused.

| looked at the woman. She didn't meet my gaze, looking lost in

thought. Your grip on my hands
increased.

“Wow, you're in a lot of pain,” she whispered, her eyes much wider
than before. His body felt tense, rigid.
She looked at me. “I will hold it for now.”

"What?" | asked. "You you-"

She nodded. “I took your pain, yes. I'm sorry to say | can't keep you
much longer, however much | would love to give you that relief.

“Unfortunately, your pain is your burden. But | can hold it for a few
minutes and give it a little rest.”
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| looked at her. “l don't understand,” | said.

She pursed her lips, thinking. “Yes, that must sound confusing.” Then she

shivered slightly. Her eyes were filled with pain as she looked at me. My pain.

"Your bond is starving," she muttered.

“You need your mate.”

| hesitated. The last thing | wanted to do with what little time | didn't have in
agony was talk about Grayson. “My partner rejected me to be with someone else.

He does not want me. He never wanted to.”

The woman looked me up and down before smiling.

widely. “I find this extremely hard to believe.”

Bert approached us then, carrying our meals. | was shocked when he didn't

complain about being forced to do my job or having to cook for me.

In fact, he didn't say anything. He just put our food on the table and went

straight back to the kitchen. He didn't even look at us.

“Do you like cheeseburgers?” the woman asked me

when Bert was out of sight.

My eyes fell on the food in front of me. |

loved cheeseburgers. And | haven't had one forever. | received an employee

discount for food at the restaurant, but | never used it.

| needed to save as much money as possible for

to be able to continue renting my apartment.
| shook my head.
“Please eat,” said the woman, already picking up some fries. “The meal is

on me.”

Page 117 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

There was something about her soft tone that made me want
to do as she told me, made me feel like it was okay to sit down and
take a little break, even when | should have been working.

| grabbed the burger in front of me and took a big bite, my
stomach fluttering with gratitude for the food. It was the first time |
had been able to eat in peace in such a long time.

| finally got up for air after gulping down half my meal, only to
see the woman looking at me with amusement. My cheeks lit up.

“Sorry,” | whispered, wiping my face with a napkin. "Hungry."

“I'm sure you are.” She pointed at my food, her gentle smile
never leaving her face. “Please eat some more.”

She needn't have said it twice.

Somehow, this unnatural situation felt completely normal. She
reminded me of my grandmother. "How are you my dear?" she
asked me a few seconds later.

| swallowed the food in my mouth. she was talking to me
like you know me. “I'm, uh... I'm fine.”

“Why don't | believe you?” she answered. “You can be honest
with me. Being away from your partner is hard. Especially when
their connection was as strong as yours.”

“Do you know who Grayson is?”

She laughed. "Of course. Alpha Grayson Stoll is one of the
most powerful men alive. Anyone who is part of the supernatural
realm knows who he is.”
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“Oh,” | mumbled. “So that explains why you know
who | am."

She nodded. “You are Belle Dupree, the mate of
Grayson Stoll.”

“Ex-partner,” | corrected softly, lowering my gaze. | needed
to change the subject. “Are you a werewolf?”

“Oh, God, no. | grew up in a pack though. And | am mated
to a werewolf.” She offered me her hand to shake. “My name is
Evangeline Viotto.”
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Chapter 13

BELLE

The name seemed to have some unspoken meaning because chills
covered my body. | leaned back in my seat after shaking his outstretched hand.
"Well thank you

for the meal, Dona Viotto. | really appreciate this."

“Oh, please call me Evangeline. never been called

from Mrs. Viotto. I'm not even sure | would answer that."
“Evangeline, then.”

She considered me for a few seconds before continuing.
“I want you to know that | don't intend to tell your mate where you are. | think

you have every right to hide after everything you've been through.”

My heart jumped in my chest. | hadn't even considered the fact that she
might give Grayson my whereabouts. “Thanks,” | sighed. “It is very important

that he never find me.”

His smile faltered, turning serious. Before | knew what she was doing,

she reached across the table and took my hand, squeezing it.

“You have a long journey ahead of you, dear Belle. AND
it will not be easy."

"What do you mean?"

“I want you to know that power is not a bad thing when it's in the right
hands. It may seem daunting at first to move into your true potential, but you

are more than capable of handling it. You do not need to be afraid ."
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She was speaking in riddles, and | had no idea. “How do you
know all this?”

“You remind me a little of myself at your age. | was also
afraid of my companion.”

"Really?" | asked. | hated it. Amazing this kind woman went
through a situation similar to mine.

"l don't understand. Why are werewolves blessed with soul
mates if they just take advantage of them? My mom is terrified of
her mate too. He abuses her.. just like mine did.”

“My mate didn't abuse me, honey. He did the opposite. He

took care of me when no one else did. He saved me from a cruel
fate.”

“Then...why were you scared of him?”

"It's hard to explain. On the one hand, werewolves are
terrifying creatures. It's okay to hesitate around them at first,
especially when they claim to own you.

People from my past also made it difficult for me to trust anyone. |
didn't know what he wanted from me, and it was scary. But | don't
know what | would do without him now. He is the best part of my
life.”

The genuine love in his tone made my throat hurt. As much
as | hated to admit it, | was jealous of what she had. There was a

moment when | convinced myself that Grayson and | would have
a life like that.

| pushed down the sudden, intense desire to be with my
mate. What was wrong with me? He hated me. He hated me. God,
why did that make me want to cry?
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| swallowed the lump in my throat as | somehow managed to keep my

tears at bay.

“I would like my mate to love me the same as yours. Grayson slept with
someone else and told me he only planned to keep me around for the power. |

really hope | never have to see him again.”

Evangeline gave me a sad smile. “You didn't mean it like that.”

"Uh, actually, I-"

"No. You do not feel. You miss him. Terribly.

He is your mate. Your soul mate. That's why it's also okay to hate him for what

he did to you. No one you love should treat you that way.”

| wasn't sure why she was saying all this to me. Why did she care how |

felt or how | was dealing with my mate's rejection?

“Give me your number, honey,” she said before | could ask.

| found myself handing over my phone without thinking.

She typed something quickly. “You call me if you need anything, okay?
I'm here for you. And | have a funny feeling you're going to want to talk to me

again.”

When she gave me my phone back, her number was programmed.

HIH

| started.

“What are you doing, Belle?” someone said to me

interrupting.
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My attention swung behind me. Standing in the doorway to

the kitchen was Bert, looking at me with a confused expression on
his face.

“Oh, I, uh, was just having a meal with”
When | looked at the seat in front of me, | was shocked to find it
completely empty.

"Where she...?" My gaze scanned the diner, but

Evangeline was nowhere to be seen.

“Are you eating some random people’s leftovers?” Bert
continued.

| looked at the half-eaten meal in front of me. "What?
No. You did this for me and the woman | was sitting with.”

Bert's eyes landed on Evangeline's untouched plate of food
and on Evangeline's empty seat, raising an eyebrow.
“I think you might be losing control, honey. | have not received any
orders in the last three hours.”

“But... No, | swear there was this woman...”

“Look, I'm honestly too tired to care. It makes no difference to
me. Listen, | promise not to tell the boss you're stealing from the
kitchen if you agree to close the restaurant on your own tonight so |
can go home.”

“Do you want to go home now?” | asked. “But the cafeteria
doesn't close for two hours. | don't think I'll be able to serve as a
waitress and cook...”

My voice cracked as | looked at the big clock
hanging from the kitchen window. He read 2 am.

Page 123 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

| backed off. I've been talking to Evangeline for two hours?
This couldn't be right. It felt like half an hour tops.
| didn't even have time to finish my meal, for crying out loud.

“I. Uh...” When | turned to Bert, he was looking at me like |
had a screw loose.

“Talking to people who aren't there, eating leftovers from
random strangers, hallucinating about what time it is.
It's three for three, honey. | think you need a good night's sleep
because you're not functioning properly.”

Maybe he was right. Maybe | was missing out.
All my sleepless nights and time spent missing my ex-partner must
have taken a toll on me.

“So will you close for me?” Bert questioned

again.

| found it a little funny that he was just saying how much
sleep | needed but then asking me to stay late for his benefit.

| ran a hand over my face, trying to clear my confusion and
exhaustion. "Yes. Clear. | can close tonight.”

It wasn't like | was going to get any sleep tonight anyway.
Best to avoid my red-eyed Grayson-filled night terrors for as long
as possible.

He smiled widely. "You are a doll."

| didn't even realize he was ready to go until he was marching
out the door, leaving me completely alone.

| sank down on the table | was sitting at, looking down at
Evangeline's untouched plate of food.
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| was still extremely confused about what the hell had
happened, but honestly, | just didn't have the energy to think about
it too much at the moment.

All that mattered was cleaning up the diner and kitchen so |
could get home and at least try to get some sleep since | had the
diner open tomorrow morning too.

| groaned when | realized | would have to be back here in
less than five hours.

| guess anything was better than sitting in my rat-infested
one-bedroom apartment with nothing to do but try to ignore my
pain and not think about it.

Speaking of pain, for the first time since realizing Evangeline
was gone, it occurred to me that | still wasn't experiencing the
agony that came from my hungry mate bond.

My body felt at peace for the first time in months, with no
blinding aches or headaches. Evangeline said she took it from me,
but how? And would you go back?

She said she could only hold it for so long.

Deciding to take advantage of the situation while I still could,
| got up and started cleaning my table and the others that still
needed to be washed, then walked to the kitchen to do the dishes.

| sighed when | saw that Bert had left me with all the dishes.
Didn't he say that he hadn't received any orders in the last few
hours? What the hell was he doing here all this time?

Well, it looked like | was going to be there for a while longer.
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Chapter 14

BELLE

| was practically dragging my feet as | walked down the sidewalk
back to my apartment when my shift was finally over, almost completely
overcome with exhaustion.

My eyes closed and my body ached. | needed sleep more than
anything, but who knew if | would be sleeping.

Guilt ate at me about how things had gone down with Liam earlier.
After all, he was just trying to be a good friend, right? He was trying to
take care of me.

| just hated that he had taken over his friends and | wouldn't get
along. Was | so horrible to be around?

It was cold and the June air pinched my bare legs,
forcing her to tighten her coat tighter.

In fact, | wish | had Liam's hot car to ride instead of driving home
alone in the dark. Too bad | had screwed up.

| felt weird. Something was wrong. A dull tingle crept up the back
of my neck and | had the strangest feeling that | was being watched.

But | pushed it away, convinced | was just
paranoid after my conversation with Liam earlier today.

Then the wind picked up and something sounded behind me,
making me jump. My mark tingled and a sudden pressure started to
build in my head. | groaned in dismay.
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| knew what that meant. Grayson was trying
get into my mind again.

A loud noise coming from behind me. | turned around but didn't see
anything.

Head pounding, | kept walking, moving a little faster now. | was suddenly
very anxious

to get home.

There was another loud bang. My nerves only grew

when footsteps started behind me, obviously following me.

So Liam was right, | thought bitterly. I'm about to be murdered.

My walk turned into a run.

“Beeelllleee,” a singsong voice said at the side of my head.

| shook and bit back a scream, turning my head to the side to look for the

source. | found an empty alley full of garbage cans.

| bit my lip and ran faster, pulling my coat closer.

tight around my body.

It's just the wind, Belle, | told myself. Everything is good. You

you're just being paranoid.
Right, wind that sounded exactly like my name.

The throbbing in my head increased as Grayson tried harder to break

through my mental barrier. | clench my teeth together. Because now?

It was like he knew | was in a situation

stressful and thought it would be fun to mess with me more.
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“Fuck you, Grayson,” | whispered as if he could
to hear. "Get out of my head."

The knocks only got worse.

Suddenly, I heard a high-pitched laugh coming from above
me. My head snapped up.

Crouched on top of a building, like some sort of imitation Spider-
Man, was a hooded figure. The person was looking at me, but |
couldn't make out any facial features in the darkness.

“Grayson can't help you right now, Luna,” the person said.

Um, so yeah, fuck it.

| turned on my heels and started to run away. My earlier
exhaustion was long gone, replaced by adrenaline and fear.

| had no idea who that person was, but there was no way |
was going to stick around to find out. The moment the words
“Grayson” and “Luna” left their mouths, | knew | had to go far, far
away.

Without any warning, a hand wrapped around my hair, pulling
it back into a dark alley. | screamed in terror. My hands gripped my
assailant's arm, digging in my nails.

It did nothing to loosen its grip on me.
"Oh, come on, Belle," the voice said, pulling my hair harder so

| was forced to loosen my grip. “No need for that. Let's play well.”

Everything happened so fast. Faster than | could comprehend,
| was slammed into a wall, grunting as my head hit the hard concrete.
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| finally managed to see the face of the person holding me.
My eyes widened. “Adalee?” | whispered.

She smiled. "Surprise." She grabbed my head and slammed
it back. My whole world spun and searing pain exploded in the
back of my skull.

“I must say, I'm a little shocked that you remember me,
considering the fact that we've only met once,” Adalee continued,
her tone laced with sly amusement.

| struggled against it, but my dizziness made it almost
impossible. “W-What are you doing here?” | asked.

She looked at me with pitch-black eyes, telling me her wolf
was on the surface. “l thought it was obvious.” His smile grew. “I|
came to kill you.”

His hand flew to my throat, gripping it tightly and cutting off
my airway. | grabbed his arm, digging in my nails and trying to pull
him away from me while panting.

“You look awful,” Adalee continued, unfazed by my attempts
to break free. “I think being rejected by your partner is really as
horrible as they say.”

“D-let me go.” | struggled to talk about your grip
in me.

“No, | don't think so.” His hand tightened even more, making
me gasp. “Tell me, Belle, how does it feel to know your mate
doesn't care about you? You don't even mind if | kill you?"
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My brand burned at his words like someone was forcing a hot
iron into my skin. | tried to scream, but it came out more like a
gurgling howl.

Adalee's expression was filled with sadistic glee. "That
Really, Luna,” she spit out the title as if it were an insult.

“Your mate doesn't give a shit about your miserable life.
In fact... he's tired of being tied down to you. Remember
of that other wolf he mated with? He needs you dead so he can
finally be with his true mate without you getting in the way.”

Every word she spoke was like a knife in my heart, agonizing
and sharp. She had to be lying, right?

Grayson might hate me, might not want me as his
mate, but | never thought he would consider killing me.

My head exploded with the worst blinding pain I've ever
experienced. | screamed. Grayson. | knew it was Grayson. He had
never tried so hard to get inside my head.

Adalee squeezed my neck so hard that my
vision faded for several seconds.

When | came to, | was coughing and wheezing, his grip on
my throat just loose enough that | could take several deep,
wheezing breaths.

And then something amazing happened. Warmth, sweet and
comforting, filled my form. The burning in my neck subsided a
little.

Even my head stopped hurting for the first time in months,
although | could still feel blood trickling down the back of my neck
from where Adalee had pushed my skull against the hard wall.
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| felt...relief. | felt safe. | felt that everything was going
be fine.

“Are you reaching your mate?” the mocking voice

de Adalee said to me, snapping me out of my stupor.

"That is good. Let him feel your suffering. let know

how you felt — all the pain, all the fear during the final moments of your pathetic

life.”

| was reaching out to Grayson, | realized with a shock.
When | lost consciousness a few moments ago, | wasn't able to continue blocking

him from my mind.

My mental walls finally came down. He was in my brain now, scrutinizing

my emotions. It wasn't like | could hear him or his thoughts, but | could feel him.

| felt their terror, anger and stress. The part of me that still had feelings for

him reached out to him, wanting to comfort him even though | knew it was wrong.

His beta was here to kill me, and he didn't care.

He'd rather | die than have to think about me

again.
Boy, did it hurt to know.

It didn't matter, though. All that mattered was the peace that washed over
my frame, even as Adalee scoffed at my face and squeezed my throat once

more.

| stopped fighting her, dropping my hands.
Feeling that connection with Grayson made it easier to accept what | knew was

coming. There was no fighting it.
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My vision started to crumble. Strangely, | could feel Grayson's
panic building more and more every second | stood there, waiting
for my life to end.

| couldn't help but wonder why he cared. That was his fault.
None of this would be happening if it weren't for him,

And yet, | still clung to what little comfort Grayson offered me
through what was left of our broken bond as if it were my lifeline. At
least | wouldn't die still fighting him. at least i could

die in peace.

Through my teary eyes, | could see that Adalee's expression
was filled with pure anger. It was the kind of hatred that developed
through betrayal and pain.

| didn't know what Grayson had said to her about me or why
she looked at me with such hate in her gaze, but | wanted to tell
her | was sorry.

Whatever | did to make her look at me
that way it must have been evil. There was no other explanation.

And just as | thought it was all over for me,
my miserable life was coming to an end, she left me.

| fell to the floor, panting. | tried to breathe, although I still
found it extremely difficult. | coughed, tasting the metallic taste of blood.
My head landed on the wet floor.

Through my hazy vision, | could see someone standing over
me. Hope filled my chest.

“Grayson?” Tried to whisper but nothing but breaths

breathless came out.
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Liam's face appeared as he crouched down next to mine.
front. Horror immediately seized me.

Liam's mouth was covered in blood, running down his chin
and neck. Fangs, sharp and long, were poking out from under his

upper lip.

He looked exactly like the Grayson from my nightmares.

| dragged my gaze to the body on the floor next to him. It was
Adalee. She wasn't breathing.

His eyes were vacantly looking at me, his throat open, blood
flowing from the gaping wound and pooling around his body.

Dead. She was dead.

| looked at Liam, who met my gaze with concern and
trepidation.

The last thing | thought before passing out was:

Vampire.
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Chapter 15

GRAYSON

ONE HOUR BEFORE

My wolf was being a jerk. He kept pushing himself against my conscience,

trying to take control and change. He was upset. Livid.

He kept reminding me that our mate was alone, completely unprotected

and in extreme danger, and we weren't doing anything about it. As if that wasn't
the

only thing on my mind.

“Are you okay there, Alpha?” Kyle asked me from his seat

in front of me. “You are not looking very well.”

| ignored his question and continued to pace the head of the table with my
fists in my hair, barely

holding.

Of course | wasn't fine. | was the furthest thing from okay. | barely ate or

slept, unable to focus on anything but finding her.

My Belle.

The millennial wood of the table in front of me was

completely covered in papers and documents, all pertaining to any clue as to

where Belle might be.

| had some, and all the information | could

find about my mate spread out before me.
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Where she went to preschool, her first job at fifteen, the name of her fifth-

grade oboe instructor, and the doctor who treated her father for cancer.

| even managed to get all the pictures from her yearbook.

| contacted anyone who might have known her in Minnesota, but no one

had heard from her since before she left for Paris to visit her mother.

| went to his old apartment and took the opportunity to visit his father's
tomb to pay my respects, thanking him for raising and raising the woman with

whom | would spend the rest of my life.
eternity.

So far, though, all | knew was that she'd boarded a Greyhound bus in

Minneapolis. That was the last time she used her credit card.

She didn't have a cell phone or anything that could be used for tracking,
and her scent was long gone. Belle was very smart. She was avoiding me at

every turn. And it was making me lose my fucking mind.

My wolf used to tell me he thought it was all stupid. He was convinced he

would be able to find her if | let him out.

He would simply run and search every inch and crevice of this land if he

had to. That's why | haven't changed in almost three months.

I knew the moment I let him out that he wouldn't give me back control until
he found Belle, and, as smart as my wolf thought he was, the only thing he'd be

able to do was prance through the woods while our mate suffered.

Page 135 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

A big drawback to keeping my wolf indoors, however, was that
| was extremely nervous.
| moved with my pack to the Mortar palace in a complete trance.

| was only here a few weeks ago and there was already
proven to be the worst king in all of supernatural history.

Zagan Mortar, the former king, realized very quickly the mistake
he had made in sending my mate alone while | was still unconscious.

| would beat up anyone who bothered me or bothered me in
the slightest and had no interest in ruling — or doing anything, really —
until | had Belle by my side again.

She was my only concern. Zagan made up for his mistake by
continuing to assume many of the king's responsibilities.
| didn't have it in me to be grateful, though. I didn't have it in me to be
anything.

The only thing that kept me from completely freaking out was
the fact that | could feel Belle and know that she was alive and well.
She was in pain and felt incredibly uncertain and afraid,
but it was fine.

She missed me. | could feel her wanting to come back to me
every day, and | wished with every part of my being that she would,
even though | knew she wouldn't.

The worst part was, she hated herself for it. She thought it
made her weak and pathetic to still want me after everything she
thought I'd done to her, and it broke my heart.

| wanted nothing more than to pull her to me and tell her that
there was nothing wrong with her and that it was
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It's completely normal to want to be with me. | was her mate.

My heart squeezed painfully in my chest at the thought that
she would ever hate herself for something as natural as loving her
mate.

| spent the last three days in the room | was in now.
It was conceived as a conference room.

Sometimes | stopped to think about all the important,
influential, historical characters who stood in my shoes.

The room was huge, with dark wood walls carved with
intricate designs, bookshelves of ancient literature surrounding us,

and a fifty-foot-high ceiling made entirely of stained glass.

It was a work of art, the stained glass window, that told the story of

Evangeline and Elijah Viotto, the former hybrid king and faerie queen of
the supernatural.

Its breathtaking windows bathed the room in deep, rich color
throughout all hours of the day.

Even at night, the moonlight was shining and covering the
surrounding space in a blanket of iridescent light, making me feel

like | was in a painting.

As beautiful as it was, | often found myself looking up at the
stained glass above me after throwing my head back in frustration.

Only to face it even more angrily when studying, seeing the
unfortunate way Elijah and Evangeline's story ended, with both of
them dying at the hands of the first Mortar to take the throne,
Damian Mortar.
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Even now, my hands clenched into fists as
| looked at him through dark red eyes.

Some said that Belle and | were Evangeline and Elijah
reincarnated, as we were the two who, according to the prophecy,
should take on their same roles, as king and queen of the supernatural.

| resented it. | would take the throne at Belle's side,
but it wouldn't have the same ending as they did.

| would not allow myself or Belle to meet the same fate as Elijah

and Evangeline did. Azazel would not be ours
Damian.

But | had to find Belle first to prevent that from happening.
Fuck, why couldn't | find her? Where the hell was she hiding?

If she would just open her mind to me, | could track her down
and explain everything. But as stubborn as ever, she continued to
block me.

As much as it killed me, | stopped trying to break through the
surprisingly strong mental barriers she put up because | knew it only
caused her more pain and reminded her of the horrible things she
thought | had done to her.

So | would hold back until | had more information.

A fierce form of remorse coursed through me as | thought of
the wasted opportunity presented to me during the battle on my
pack's grounds three months ago.

Azazel's army of vampires had lost - more than lost, they had
been brutally defeated, in their attempt to kill my pack members,
while also
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tore apart in a savage, untrained hunger for
blood.

The fact that his army was defeated did not quench my
own need for blood, however — Azazel's blood.

Nothing and no one was going to stop me from hunting him down and killing him

slowly and cruelly.

Breaking every one of his bones, tearing flesh, bringing him to the brink of
death and then starting over and over again until | was completely satisfied with

the amount of suffering | put him through — if that was possible.

My wolf salivated, and my vampire's fangs and claws were released
involuntarily, both of them as tempted as | was by the thought of torturing Azazel

for decades.

But Azazel escaped before | got to him, proving once again what a coward

he was.

I had ripped through the trees around where he was hiding in wolf form,
using my vampire speed, but found he was nowhere to be seen, the only remnant

of him being the faint scent he left behind.

He'd obviously fled when he realized he'd lost, leaving his clan of new

vampires to fend for themselves against my ravenous wolf pack.

He knew what | would do to him if | found him and it was smart to run.

Azazel was behind her. | could feel it in the marrow of my bones. He was
looking for her with the same intense determination
that I.
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He wanted to kill her as brutally as possible in a last ditch effort to bring

me down. He knew as well as | did that | would be nothing without Belle by my
side.

The only thing keeping me going now was the knowledge that Belle was
somewhere in an incredible amount of pain and danger. | had to get to her

before Azazel did.

And time was running out.

"Alpha, why don't you go get some sleep?" Kyle asked me in a hesitant

tone. "You haven't slept more than an hour a night for the last week."

Was he right. It was almost impossible to sleep without Belle sharing a
bed with me. | could tell Kyle wanted to get back to Elijah and probably get some

sleep.

He put his whole heart and soul into this quest and was there for me

every step of the way. Elijah too. Both were as determined as | was to find her.

“I don't give a shit about sleep.” | growled. “I need to find my mate. You

can go to bed if you like. | will stay here."

“Alpha, | hate to break it to you, but all you've been doing the last few
hours is growling and pacing around like some kind of possessed zombie. |
don't think you'll be doing much more tonight. And Luna needs you at your best

if you want to find her.”

My head turned to look at Kyle, my eyes
narrowing red. "It is not me "
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| was interrupted by the drastic change in Belle's emotions through the
mate bond. She was already not having the best day — something that tore me

up inside.

Something happened to upset her this morning, and that bad mood stayed
with her all day. But whatever she was feeling right now was more than just

sadness.

It was sheer terror.

My entire body froze. Something was wrong. Very,
very wrong.

"Alpha?" Kyle asked.

I held up my hand, silencing him. “Something is wrong with Belle,” | told

him.

Having no other choice, | immediately tried to enter his consciousness,

even though | knew that this would add pain to his fear.

| just needed her to know that | was here for her. | needed her to let me in

so | knew what was going on, why she was so scared and how to protect her.

Anger forced through the bond when Belle realized what | was doing. |
don't give a shit if she was mad at me. | needed to know what made her so

scared.

My hands gripped the back of the chair | was standing in front of so hard |

could hear the ancient wood starting to splinter under my grip.

“Fuck you,” | yelled when she still wouldn't let me in,
but clearly | was still very scared. "Cum!"

“Alpha, what's wrong? What is happening?" Kyle

he demanded, rising from his chair.
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'‘Belle is in danger. Belle is in danger. Belle is in danger.' It
was the only thing that kept repeating itself in my head.

Then, suddenly, it was like a door opened in my mind. And
even as a wave of calm washed over me as the bond emerged
between me and my mate, Belle's pain and fear was even more
intense.

Belle's walls came down.

| could barely hear Kyle calling my name because
| was already running out the door.

“Where the hell are you going?” he called me.

“Maine,” | growled back.
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Chapter 16

BELLE

My eyes fluttered open, blinking in the bright light on the
ceiling above me. Memories of what happened last night surged
through my consciousness like a freight train.

| was disoriented and sleepy from passing out and had no
idea where | was or how | got there. And though exhaustion was
forcing me back to sleep, panic gripped me like a vice, forcing my
eyes wide.

Adalee tried to kill me.
Grayson didn't care if | was dead.
Liam was a vampire.

My hand went to my throat, touching the spot where Adalee's
hand was around my neck.

| whimpered as my fingers connected with the soft wound
there, my throat squeezing with horrified tears.

| struggled to sit up, fighting the pain that coursed through my
body. My fight-or-flight instinct was telling me to get the hell out.

| looked around, realizing for the first time that | was in Liam's
apartment, back in the room he used to let me stay in. | felt a tiny
bit of relief. | knew this place. | could get out of here quickly.

“Fuck you,” said Liam's voice outside my door. “I think she's
awake.”
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| moved faster, practically jumping out of bed — even though
my body was screaming at me — and looked around for anything |
could use as a weapon.

| reached for the nearest object, a lamp, but was stopped
before | could grab it.

"Hey Hey hey." Suddenly, Liam was beside me,
gently pushing me by the shoulders onto the bed.

| blinked at him. How did he get here so fast? He moved in a
blur. | had just overheard talking

na sala.

“Easy there,” he continued. “You're not fully healed yet. You
need to take it easy.”

| flinched away from his touch as if he'd burned me. Visions
of him covered in Adalee's blood assaulted my consciousness.

Vampire! Vampire! Vampire! Vampire!

Liam was clean now, no blood on his face and he was
wearing clean clothes. He looked like his normal self

again.
It didn't make me any less terrified of him.

Liam's eyes softened as | pulled away from him and withdrew
his hand from me slowly.

Laila appeared beside me too, looking at me with concern.
“You shouldn't be awake yet. We thought you'd sleep for hours
after everything you've been through.”

She tried to offer me a gentle smile that I'm sure was meant
to be reassuring. “But you were always a hell of a fighter, weren't
you?”
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| barely understood what Laila was saying, unable to stop
looking at Liam, feeling betrayed by the man | had trusted. He lied
to me.

What did | expect though? Everyone | cared about has turned
their back on me at some point or another. They all had secrets
they were getting ready to use against me.

“Don't look at me like that, Belle,” Liam pleaded, his tone
pained. “You know | would never hurt you.”

“You hurt Adalee,” | growled. My voice was raspy and raspy,
but not as bad as I'd hoped considering everything that had
happened to me. “You killed her. How do | know you won't do the
same to me?"

“| saved you. That werewolf was trying to kill you, Belle. |
wasn't going to stand back and let you die. | had to do something.

So he knew Adalee was a werewolf.
And he was a vampire.
What the hell has my life become?

| remembered hearing Grayson tell me about a war between
werewolves and vampires that had been going on for centuries.
He said vampires were horrible, treacherous creatures who only
thought about themselves.

It can't be Liam, can it?

My eyes filled with unwanted tears. "You are
um- um-* | asked Liam.

He cut me off before | could get the word out.
"I am a vampire." He looked at Laila, who was biting her lower lip.
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She nodded her head once. "We two are. All...

All Evergreen is kind of full of vampires.”
And that was all | needed to hear.

| practically flew out of bed, planning to run for the door. | should have

known my efforts would be futile.

Liam grabbed me and forced me back onto the bed once more. My

exhausted, aching limbs protested, making my jaw clench.

“Stop it,” Liam ordered. “You're going to get hurt. You
it is not fully healed.”

| fought him, trying to push his hands away from me. | wanted to scream
in frustration. | was so tired of people using their preternatural strength to stop

me.

After a few more seconds of struggling, | reluctantly gave in and lay down
in defeat. | looked at Liam, feeling tears running down my cheeks. Embarrassment

reddens my face. | hated that | was crying in front of them.

"And?" | demanded, angrily wiping away my tears.

“Did I just join a crazy vampire cult or something?”

Liam frowned. “We prefer the term clan. Not cult.”

As if that made everything better.

Laila touched my hand. My head lifted to look

to her, and | pulled away from her touch.

“You have nothing to be afraid of,” she told me. "You've lived with
werewolves before, haven't you?"

My jaw dropped. “H- like you”

“We all knew you came from a werewolf pack the moment you arrived at

Evergreen. You reeked of them. In addition
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Plus, you have a werewolf mating mark the size of Canada on your neck,” Laila

told me. “Did you really think we wouldn't notice that?”

| didn't know how to respond. | touched my mark gently, shuddering as it
burned with heat. | wish | could just rub the thing off so no one, including me,

could see it again.

Laila sighed. “Look, | know this is a lot to take in, but | promise you, if you

can handle werewolves, then you can handle vampires.”

“At least we don't turn into monsters whenever we're in a bad mood,” Liam

grumbled. "We're not that scary or dangerous."

Was that supposed to make me feel better? nothing they

say would make this situation less confusing.

I'd escaped a pack of werewolves who hated me only to run straight into a
vampire coven who probably wanted to eat me for breakfast. Talk about getting

out of the frying pan and into the fire.

“Werewolves don't kill people,” | retorted.

Liam scoffed. “I wouldn't be so sure about that, honey.”

We held each other's gaze for several long moments. A silent challenge. |
was the first to look away.

Even though | hated him at the moment, a part of me knew he was right.

Liam definitely wasn't the biggest monster.

I had already faced him.
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“I'm sorry, Belle,” Laila said. “I wish | had told

to you. We wanted to, | promise.”
“Then why didn't you do it?” | whispered.

“Our father wouldn't let us. He didn't want us to partner with a werewolf's
mate.

Especially one with a brand the size of yours,” Liam said.

"Your mate is dangerous, isn't he?" Laila questioned.

"Isn't it true that the bigger the mark, the more powerful the werewolf?"

| shook my head stiffly. "He wasn't the friendliest person.” That was the
understatement of the century. “So this is why | couldn't get a job at Evergreen?

Did your father not leave me?”

“Yes,” Liam grumbled, actually looking pissed off.
therefore. “He was being a jerk.”

| tried to keep my breathing even, even though my chest was tightening

more and more by the minute.

"So, when you told me that your father was the leader of the city... what

did you really mean is that he is the leader of... of a vampire clan?"

Liam sat on the edge of the bed next to me. “Yes,” he said slowly. "Our

father may or may not be one of the most powerful vampires in the world."

“Because why wouldn't he be? It makes perfect sense." Of course | left
one of the most powerful werewolves in the world just to live with the son of one

of the most powerful vampires in the world.

Page 148 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

“And let me guess he hates me because | was mated to a
werewolf, right? Is that why he wouldn't let me get a job?"

Liam and Laila hesitated for only a second before
both agree.

| couldn't help the bubbly laugh that escaped my lips at the
irony of the whole situation. “Well, isn't that just a peach?” | laughed.

“We tried to convince him that you wouldn't be a problem, but
he didn't want his partner, whoever he is, to come to our town,” said
Laila.

| changed. “Would you do something with him if he came? You the
would it hurt?”

“We didn't kill anyone,” Liam cut in, sitting on the edge of my
bed. "Yesterday was the first time | took someone's life."

“But then how...” | swallowed hard. "Like you-"

“If you're trying to ask about our diets,” Liam provided, “we
drink blood. That they got right in the movies.”

“Human blood?” | asked quietly.
He nodded slowly. "Yes. Human blood.”

"But we didn't kill them," Laila interrupted. - They
they don't even remember anything after we draw their blood.

“They might feel a little disoriented for a few days, they might
even think they have the flu or a hangover or something, but
otherwise they're unharmed.

“VYampires have evolved to be able to inject our victims with a
toxin into our fangs that can make
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forget everything if we want. Not all vampires bother to do this, but we do.”

All the nights | spent here came to mind. | had no idea I lived under the
same roof as a blood-thirsty vampire.
blood.

| didn't remember Liam touching me, but...

Is it possible that he drank my blood without me knowing?

“Nobody touched you,” Liam said suddenly, as if reading my thoughts.

“No one in this town, including us, has fed on you. | made sure of that.”

“He is not kidding.” Said Laila. "He nearly killed a few people, so you

wouldn't become someone's next meal."

| winced at her choice of phrase.

Suddenly it all made sense. "So when you kept insisting on driving me to
and from work, saying you didn't want me murdered while | was walking home

alone."

“I was literally making sure you didn't get murdered,” Liam explained,

sounding more than a little defensive.

“l can tell people not to feed on you when you're at Evergreen, and they
have to listen to me because of who my father is. But the moment you moved to

Woodhurst and started working in that stupid diner, | lost all authority over you.

Anyone could have gone there and done whatever they wanted to
you, and | wouldn't have been able to do anything to stop it.”
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“And when | didn't invite you to that party, it was because |
knew someone would try something on you if you were there.
Your blood is especially attractive for some reason. It's more likely
because you're a werewolf's mate, and vampires are programmed
to kill and harm werewolves.”

“So even though | warned people to stay away from you, |
never wanted to risk leaving you alone for too long.” His fists
clenched at his sides. But you were always so persistent about
being independent and not needing anyone's help; it was like you
wanted someone to kill you”

“Liam is strangely protective of you,” Laila interrupted, giving
her brother a look. "I really do not understand. Nobody understand.
Since you came to town, you're all he thinks or talks about. He
gets really upset if you're alone."

| shifted uncomfortably at this revelation. "That
and truth?" | asked Liam.

Liam ran a frustrated hand through his curly hair. "I do not
know how to explain. It's not a romantic thing, so don't get the
wrong idea.” His jaw tightened, looking frustrated as he looked
me up and down.

“Well, okay, maybe it was when | first saw you sitting on that
park bench alone.
| mean, look at you.” He pointed at my body.

| blushed.
“But then | saw the mark on your neck and...well, I knew
you had a mate and it was off limits. The last thing | wanted was

some monstrous werewolf thing trying to kill me because they
thought | touched you.
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“So | don't want you to think that I did all this because I'm
hoping that you want to be with me in a romantic way, because
that's not the case.”

| didn't miss the way his eyes dropped to the bruise around
my damaged neck.

“I should have left you alone after | found out you had a
mate. But just look at her bruised face and tear-stained cheeks
and... | don't know.

Something in me changed the day | met you; some instinct took
over. | couldn't leave her after that. | needed to protect her. |
needed to know you were okay the whole time.”

| studied him for a few seconds, trying to process all the
crazy things he was saying to me, but | couldn't make sense of it
all. None of it made sense.

That explained his strange behavior and his need to control
my life, but I still didn't understand why. Why did Liam feel he had
to protect me? Why did he care?

| wasn't your responsibility. And seriously, the last thing |
needed was another possessive, overprotective supernatural
creature claiming it had some magical link to me, connecting to me.

“Well, thanks for taking care of me, | guess, but you don't
have to anymore. I'm leaving town. | can't stay here anymore.”

"What?" Laila practically screamed.
"Are you leaving? Why?"

| snorted. “Other than the fact that I've unknowingly been
living alongside a vampire coven for the last few months? | can't leave
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no one gets hurt because of me. If Adalee could find me, I'm sure other
people can too. | need to get out of here before it's too late."

“It has something to do with who the hell put that around your neck,
doesn't it?” Liam looked at Grayson's mark. "Your partner."”

My brand burned as if it knew who we were talking about. | nodded

once.

A hiss came from Liam's chest. My eyes widened. | had heard that
sound before when | lived with Grayson.

Grayson had made that noise the first night we'd slept apart from
each other, right after he'd pushed me out of his bed for refusing to have
sex with him.

Then he did it again when he hit me for talking to Kyle about our
relationship, and once more before | turned him down one last time, and
he mated someone else.

Liam's hand touched my shoulder, pulling me out of my arms.
thoughts.

"That's who you're running from, isn't it?" he asked. “Now that you
finally know everything, we can be honest with each other. Was he the
one who hurt you?”

My throat was suddenly dry. | didn't want to answer. | didn't want to
talk about Grayson or all the horrible things he'd done to me.

Laila handed me a glass of water that | hadn't even noticed was on
my bedside table. | drank, grateful for the feel of the cold water on my
aching throat.
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Setting the glass back down, | realized with a start that my
wounds didn't hurt as much as they did when | woke up.

There was absolutely no pain in my head —
not from Grayson trying to force himself into my mind, not from
Adalee slamming my skull into a wall several times.

| tentatively reached out and touched the back of my head. |
wasn't sure what | was expecting, but all | found was a slight bruise
and dried blood.

It was a similar case with my neck. Bruises that | was pretty
sure were in the shape of hands wrapped around my

throat, but the pain was nothing | couldn't bear.
| had definitely been through worse.

| vividly remembered Adalee's hand crushing my airway last
night. That should have left me dead or at least in the hospital.

And | wouldn't be surprised if the wound on the back of
my head from causing internal bleeding or brain damage.

When Adalee threw me against that wall, | could
| swear | felt my brain rattling around in my skull.

| should be dead by now — it was the only thing that made
sense after the trauma | went through.

How was it possible that | was sitting here, feeling
almost no pain after the beating | received last night?

My gaze returned to Liam and Laila, giving them a questioning,
dumbfounded look. They looked at each other, neither of them
looking like they wanted to give me an answer.

After another moment of hesitation, Laila was the first to
speak. “We gave you the blood of Amelia Mortar. He has
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healing properties. It's the only reason you're alive

now.

| looked at her. "Yes, I'm going to need you to go back there for
one second. You gave me whose what?”

Laila stirred restlessly. “Blood of Amelia Mortar. She is the
healer of the royal clan and the daughter of the vampire king, Zagan Mortar.
Your blood can heal someone on their deathbed with just a few
drops. Fortunately, she packs it and gives it to clans all over the
world. We had some saved for times like this.
Advantages of being related to our father.”

“One of the only perks,” Liam grumbled.

| couldn't believe what | was hearing. "You me
injected with the blood of some vampire princess?”

Liam shook his head. “It's not in your bloodstream. You took it
orally.”

| moved slowly, testing my limbs. Everything looked completely
normal. “And that's why | feel good now? Is that how | healed so
quickly?”

Healing wasn't the only difference | noticed. | felt better than |
had in months.
“You're not fully healed yet. You still have a nasty bruise around

your throat, and the cut on your head is going to take a little longer
to close.” Said Laila.

| pushed my hair out of my face in frustration, needing a
moment to try to process all of this. | squeezed my eyes shut. A lot
of information was thrown at me very quickly.

"Are you well?" Liam asked in a calm, even tone. “How is your
head?”
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My eyes flew open. | touched the wound. "All good. Well,
better than okay, actually. | can't remember the last time | was able
to think clearly.”

Liam still looked worried. "So that migraine you've been
dealing with for the last few months is finally gone?"

| sighed. “That wasn't a migraine,” | told him dryly. “My ex-
partner was trying to invade my consciousness so he could watch
over me. He finally got it last night when Adalee nearly killed me.

Even though | blocked him again, | don't know what information he
got from me while | was passed out.
He might know where | am. He might come after me.”

| thought about how | accidentally let him into my mind last
night while | was unconscious and felt embarrassment rising in my
throat.

| clung to the comfort he gave me during what | thought were
my last moments, even though | knew it was him.
who ordered me to be killed.

The embarrassment made my heart race and my palms

sweat. | could only imagine what Grayson had thought of
me.

“But he marked you,” Laila said, confused.

“I don't know much about werewolves or their fated mates,
but | thought that once they marked their other half, the wolves
would bond for life. You don't want him to come after you? Don't
you miss him?"

“l found him in bed with another woman,” | explained, the
words tasting like vinegar in my mouth.
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“It doesn't matter if I miss him or not. | can't keep him. He
rejected me. He mated with someone else. He does not want me."

There was a long pause. Nobody knew what to say.

“I'm sorry, Belle. | can't even imagine what that must be like,"
Liam said.

He hesitated before continuing. “But if that's the case, you
have nothing to worry about, right? He won't come after you if he
doesn't...want to mate with you anymore.”

| looked at him. | could feel the tears starting to pool in the
corners of my eyes again, threatening to fall the more we talked
about Grayson.

Liam was right, though. What the hell was | scared of?
Grayson wouldn't come after me. He hated me. He didn't even
care if Adalee killed me.

| shook my head, wiping under my eyes. “Yes, you are
probably right.”

“Besides, there's no safer place for you,” Liam continued. “If
he comes here, you have a bunch of vampires willing to back you

up.”
Laila grabbed my hand in hers. “So are you staying?”

| gave her a small smile. "I'll think about it.
| mean, what's the worst that could happen?"
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Chapter 17

BELLE

After leaving Liam's apartment last night, he gave me a ride
back to my place so | could shower and change out of my bloody
clothes.

He wasn't happy when | walked out of my bathroom dressed
In my waitress uniform.

“You are not working today,” he stated. "You need to rest."

“What | need is to earn money so | can pay for my apartment
instead of being forced to live under a bridge like some kind of
troll. My shift starts in twenty minutes.”

| brushed past him, grabbing my shoes at the front door and
sliding on my feet.

Liam looked huge in my tiny apartment.
Though | suppose it wasn't necessarily a difficult thing to do.
Anyone would look great here. Hell, | looked big in here.

The entire space consisted of a single room with a sink, a
few cupboards, a chest of drawers, a small round table and three
chairs, and just enough space for the single mattress that was on
the floor in the corner.

There was a community bathroom just a few doors down.
So yeah, the apartment wasn't much, but it was mine. | was

happy to be living alone instead of depending on someone else.
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“Belle, it's four in the morning. The sun hasn't even risen yet!" Liam

continued to argue.

“You opened and closed the cafeteria last night. They do not

they can expect you to stay that way. It's not healthy. Or cool.
You are working too hard.”

| rolled my eyes. He was so dramatic. "I think | can
deal with that."

He looked at me, clearly not wanting to let the subject go. “I'll be fine,

Liam. | feel great — the best I've had in months. I'm still a little scared

with everything that happened last night. But I'm not in any pain, and | feel well
rested for the first time in a long time. That vampire blood you gave me really is

magic. Even my mark doesn’t hurt that much.”

It was a miracle, really. Grayson's mark on my neck still looked awful — |
think it might have gotten infected by now — but it didn't hurt as much as it used

to.

The pulsation deep under the skin had significantly subsided and it no

longer burned. It made me want to cry with relief.

Was it possible that | could actually enjoy my day instead of being crippled

by horrible pain?

Or maybe, just maybe...it meant that Grayson had finally decided to leave
me alone after feeling what I'd been through last night. Maybe he thought | was
dead.

But that was probably just an illusion.
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“I don't care,” Liam continued to pester me.
“You only slept two hours last night. You need to rest. Especially
after everything you've been through.”

| laugh humorlessly. “Yes, no, thank you.” Sleep meant
nightmares, and nightmares were the last thing | needed right now.
| wanted Grayson out of my head, thank you very much.

Liam continued to argue with me for another ten minutes. He
finally relented when | walked out the door without him, threatening
to go to the diner alone, which | knew he would hate.

He followed reluctantly, leading me to his car and muttering
under his breath about how | would work myself to death one day.

The cafeteria was full today. | was grateful for the distraction.
Saturdays always brought a big crowd, making time go by faster.

When we got to Pom Pom's, Liam reluctantly followed me, still
muttering under his breath about how | hadn't slept last night and

needed more time to settle down.
heal.

When | ignored him, he found a table in the corner and
sat down to order breakfast.

“What is the matter with you?” another waitress, Candice,

asked me about 20 minutes past breakfast time.

"What do you mean?"
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We both took food from the cook's window to

put on trays and take to our customers.

It was still early in the morning, and the general chatter of breakfast

morning added to the pleasant atmosphere around us.

The sun shone through the windows, painting the walls a

warm glow.
Candice smiled at me. "You are smiling."”

| gave her an odd look. “Are you implying that
| don't normally smile?

Candice shrugged, picking up her last plate of food. “You're happy, that's
all.” She lifted the full tray

of food over your shoulder. “Take a good look at yourself.”

| watched her walk away, a warm, fuzzy feeling spreading through me. |

was happy. With each passing second, | felt better and better.

| sighed in contentment, picking up my own tray of food and carrying it

around the counter, making my way over to a table of high school students.

Before | got there, though, the diner's front door burst open. The glass door

slammed into the wall, shattering, covering the glass floor.

Everyone in the diner jumped, some gasping in surprise, before turning to

look at the man standing in the doorway.

My gaze collided with my ex's red eyes

partner.

Grayson.
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But, no, this wasn't Grayson, was it? Could not be. Everything
about the man standing in front of me was bigger, more refined and
much, much scarier.

His huge muscles strained against his black shirt and casual
jeans, bigger than | ever remembered them. He was at least a foot
taller, barely fitting in the doorway.

His eyes stared at me from across the room, dark red and
swirls of black, as his chest rose and fell.
with breaths that were mixed with low, mischievous growls.

His arms were full of dark hair, and his entire form shook
intensely, making it clear that he was close to changing.

No, this wasn't the Grayson | remembered. If his red eyes and
gigantic frame were any indicator... this was the Grayson of my
nightmares.

“Belle,” he said. His voice was deep and rich, yet somehow
strained at the same time. “My Belle.”

| couldn't think, speak or react. | was paralyzed with petrified
fear. Sweat beaded on my forehead and on the palms of my hands.
My heart was beating fast in my chest.

A loud crash sounded at my feet, and | realized I'd dropped
the tray of food I'd been holding. The dishes shattering the moment
they hit the floor.

Voices murmured around me, but my eyes
remained glued to the monster in front of me.
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This wasn't happening, right? | was in one of
my nightmares.

He started to move. He took several long strides towards me,
his steps only faltering as | stumbled back in terror.

| couldn't let him get to me.

His expression hardened and he immediately began to approach
me with even more determination. | didn't have time to react or come
up with a plan.

All of a sudden, all the pain I'd been feeling for the last few
months came back, only now it was somehow ten times worse than
ever.

| doubled over, letting out a horrified scream.

| knew this intense pain was my body's way of pushing me to
go to my mate. My subconscious recognized him and knew he was
close.

The bond was pulling me toward him, promising relief if | made
contact with him. And, oh God, | wanted to go to him.

| wanted to run to him and wrap my arms around his big form
until I was sure there wasn't an inch between us, and then never let
him go.

However, even when my body demanded that I give in to the
bond, my mind — the most logical part of me —
| was going into complete panic.

| could feel the terror setting in as | watched him, almost as if
he were in slow motion, getting closer and closer to me. | knew |
should move, get away, do something, but all | seemed able to do
was stay there.
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My chest tightened. | couldn't breathe. oh god i
couldn't breathe. My lungs refused to breathe.

Memories of the last time | saw him surfaced in my
consciousness. Suddenly | was back in the pack house with him on
top of me as he tried to force himself on me.

| was standing in his room, watching his huge fist swing
towards my face. | was opening the bedroom door to find him and
another girl about to do

sex in your bed.

What was he doing here? What more could he want from me?
Didn't he already take everything?

A terrifying thought entered my mind. Was he here to play with
me some more? Take it back to your packhouse and cause more
turmoil to my already broken heart?

| didn't think | would survive if that was the case, especially
now that he was so much bigger, so much scarier than he used to
be.

My heart was beating too fast, drowning out all other sounds
around me until all | could hear was the sound of my own furious
pulse and wheezing in my ears.

The edge of my vision started to darken when
| started to hyperventilate. Oh no, oh no, oh no.

| was barely aware of someone stepping in front of me,
blocking my view of Grayson and his path towards me. | registered
the person's dark hair through my blurry, swirling vision.
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Liam. Liam was standing in front of me. Why? | could barely
make out what he was saying, but | knew he was yelling something
at Grayson.

He was holding out his arms, trying to protect me. | almost

laughed. He wouldn't be able to do anything to save me. The
monster had found me.

And if he wanted me, no one could stop him from taking me.

Their voices disappeared. | leaned against the counter behind
me, my legs suddenly too shaky to hold on.

| held my throat, willing it to open and
let in the air he so badly needed, but it didn't help.

My legs suddenly gave out from under me, and | slid down
until I was on the floor between two bar stools, my back against
the wall.

Just as | was sure | was about to pass out, | registered two

huge arms wrapping around me.
me.

| was pulled onto his lap, legs on either side of him, my body
being placed against someone's huge, hard chest.
Delicious, familiar, explosive sparks danced across my skin
everywhere | touched him.

Era Grayson.

At first, | struggled with it. Having him near me only made my
panic worse.

| gasped and gasped and slammed my fists against his
chest, trying desperately to get away from him. My terror increased
when | realized it wasn't working. His grip was unyielding.
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He had me. Oh God, he had me under his control again. He
was going to take me with him and do to me again what he had
done the last time | was in his packhouse. | struggled more.

| was surprised when Grayson allowed me to hit him, sitting
up and taking everything | had to give him. He never let it affect his
control over me, but he also didn't fight back or try to dodge any of
my punches or slaps.

At some point during my tantrum and panting, my body started
to slow down, running out. | could feel Grayson breathe a sigh of
relief when he, too, acknowledged my surrender.

It was then that he tightened his grip around me, bringing me
so close that | was safe in his chest and unable to do anything but
lean into him, giving him my full
my weight.

One of his hands gently cupped the back of my neck and
placed my head on the warm spot where his neck and shoulder
met, nuzzling his face into my neck.

He held me there, holding me even as my labored breathing
turned into heartbreaking sobs. | started to cry, soaking his skin and
shirt with my tears.

The happiness of being embraced by my partner began
to get installed. My body recognized his and wanted him.

My heart jumped in my chest, filling with love and adoration
for him again, almost as if nothing had happened between us.
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| gave myself into his embrace, melting into him, accepting
the affection my body so badly needed and he seemed so willing
to provide.

| knew it was wrong. So, so wrong. But | didn't care. | was
suffering too long to deny your comfort.

My breathing and heart rate slowed, and my vision cleared
even as | continued to cry. The blood stopped pumping in my ears,
finally allowing me to hear again.

It was amazing how he was still able to calm me down after
all this time, even though he wasn't my mate anymore. It also
terrified me. It proved how much power he still had over me.

| was in his presence for mere minutes and | was already
reduced to putty in his arms.

Jesus, what was wrong with me?

Relief, pain, and misery washed through me as Grayson
rocked me against his form. | felt pathetic for reacting to seeing

him like this, but the floodgates were open and there was no
closing.

| allowed myself to cry into his neck, clinging to him as if he
was my lifeline.

The last time I cried in front of Grayson, he reacted by yelling
at me and calling me pathetic. | almost expected him to react like
that again in this scenario. But he didn't.
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He simply continued to hold me and stroke my back in one smooth up

and down motion, leaving those familiar sparks everywhere he touched.

| was completely baffled, but | didn't have the heart to acknowledge my

confusion at that moment.

All the emotions I've been holding back for the last three
months were slipping out of me, leaving me unable to do anything but cry my
eyes into the man's chest

that | loved, but that never loved me.

“Shhh, baby...I know. | am really sorry. God, I'm so sorry, Belle.”

| heard Grayson whisper against my hair. His voice sounded hollow
and pained.

He moved his hands up and down my back, rocking back and forth in a
consistent rhythm, keeping his head in the crook of my neck. "Everything is

fine. | got you. Everything is fine now. I'm really, really sorry.”

Shock flooded my system. Did | hear right? Had he just... apologized to

me?

| didn't have time to worry about it. Though the rest of my body calmed
down the moment Grayson touched me, the mark on my neck only seemed to

get worse.

| was already in his lap, every possible inch of myself touching him, but

the mark wanted more; | wanted to be even closer.

As if Grayson was reading my mind, | felt his lips press to the part of my

neck where he'd bitten me, leaving a gentle kiss there.

| let out a breathy sigh. My shoulders loose.

Then, very slowly, her tongue ran over it,
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licking. My entire body was immediately filled with fire.

| swallowed and moved closer to him, arching my back against
him. Grayson growled, and the sound only heightened my needy
moans.

He didn't hold back. His mouth clung to the tender mark,
kissing and sucking.

My arms seemed to develop a mind of their own and wrapped
around his neck, tangling my hands in his hair and pushing it closer
to my skin.

| slumped in relief that, for the first time since Paris, my mark
didn't hurt. There was no throbbing, pain or tremors. My whole body
was at peace.

| was at home.

But this isn't your house, | reminded myself. Never
more can be.

He rejected me and then slept with someone else. Even though

he was here, holding me and apologizing, nothing had changed. He
had still abused me. he was still

mated with someone else.
These thoughts only made me cry even harder.

Grayson let me cry into his chest for God knows how long. He
just held me, alternating between telling me how sorry he was and
kissing and licking my mark.

Eventually, my crying slowed to a stop. | took a slow breath,
finally able to process things now that my body had calmed down
from its panic attack.

My anguish was quickly replaced by awareness.
| peeked over the skin of her neck, looking around us.
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The cafeteria was empty. Grayson and | were completely alone.

Everyone's food was still on the tables and their coats

scattered in the tents, forgotten. He told me that everyone left in a hurry. | don't

blame them.

If I hadn't been overcome by my panic attack, | would have run too.

Grayson's nose pressed into my hair and he inhaled deeply, taking in my

scent. He sighed in a way that mimicked ecstasy and relief.

Relief over what? Find and ruin my plans to stay away from him forever?

His hand trailed down my back and along one of my bare legs, peeking out

from under my skirt on either side of his massive body, straddling him.

| took a deep breath, enjoying the sparks he left behind everywhere he
touched. | could feel myself getting hot as he started to slowly lick my mark again

before kissing and nibbling it.

It felt intimate. Very intimate for a man who was in
a relationship with another woman.

That thought brought me out of my trance like icy water.

being poured into me. What the hell was | doing?

This man has ruined my life, and | was simply allowing him to hug and kiss

me as if nothing had happened between us!
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Grayson must have noticed my change in demeanor because
his whole body stiffened and his arms tightened around me.

My heart rate skyrocketed. My mind was racing with scenarios
of why he was here. None of them were good.

He has a mate! | thought bitterly, shuddering as my heart
squeezed painfully. He hurt me, he broke me. Why is he here,
holding me like this?

And, even worse, why am | leaving?

Without loosening his grip on me, Grayson leaned back until
his eyes met mine. | expected to see his terrifying red eyes again,
but instead | met his green eyes.

Looking up close, | noticed for the first time how tired he
looked. His beard had grown out a bit, leaving him with a dark,
scruffy face, and there were deep circles under his eyes.

Somehow, though, he was still gorgeous — by far the
handsomest man I'd ever seen, even in his obviously exhausted
state. But | couldn't let myself be taken in by his beauty or the
sweet way he held me.

Grayson was able to change his personality to be whatever
he wanted - correction, to get what he wanted. He might look sad

and sincere now, but there was no way he could really feel that
way.

He was putting on a show. Why he was doing this or what
his goal was, | wasn't sure. But | knew | wasn't going to stick
around long enough to find out.
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He finally spoke.

“Belle.” His voice was just a whisper. He looked sad.

Desperate.

The complete and utter anguish in his voice tugged at my heart. Even
though he had treated me so horribly, there was still that instinct that drove me to

comfort and make him feel better when he was in pain.

But that didn't matter. | was moving on. | was getting better. Your presence
here was a big step back for me. He didn't deserve my consolation or pity after

everything he'd done for me.

And he especially didn't deserve that when he had a perfectly good mate

at home, probably wondering where he was.

“Let me go." | whispered.

He shook his head, his arms just squeezing.
Flashbacks of him holding me down on his bed and holding me with his crazy

strength raced through my mind.
| swallowed hard and pushed harder against his arms, trying to break out
of his iron grip even more ferociously.

“Belle, please,” Grayson said, fighting me. "You don't-"

“Let me go!” | screamed. | could feel panic rising through my chest all over

again with each second that he continued to hold me back. “Let me go now!”

Grayson's grip finally loosened and | was able to break free of his arms.

He whimpered as | pulled away from him and ran across the room.
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The sound came from deep in his throat, telling me it was his wolf. My body
stiffened. | lost your wolf. Even when Grayson didn't want me, his wolf did. He

fought for me.

But that wolf was trapped inside the body of a
monster.

| got up and walked away from him. My arms automatically wrapped around
my waist as if | could somehow shield myself from the undeniable pain | was about

to endure.

| wanted to appear strong and unaffected by his presence, but that was
impossible to do. | took a deep breath as my mark started to throb in pain again

even though | was only a few feet away from him.

Shit, what the hell was wrong with me?

| closed my eyes tightly and took a deep breath, still standing on

the opposite side of the room, putting as much space between us as
possible.

It was tough though. He was like metal and | was the magnet. | was

attracted to him.

After a few more seconds of silence, Grayson spoke.

“Belle,” he whispered. "I'm very sorry."

My eyes flew open. So | had heard it before. He

was apologizing to me.

“Wh-what?” | asked, my voice cracking. "What you
did you just say?”

Grayson got up but didn't approach me. “I'm really, really sorry. You have

no idea how much | regret what | put you through. You have to believe me.”
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Something strange happened to me then. Hope filled my system. | hope
maybe this nightmare is over.

Maybe Grayson wanted me back.

| swallowed that feeling down quickly, completely disgusted with myself for

having that thought. | wouldn't let this man ruin my life again. | would not live with

afraid of him.

And | definitely wouldn't let him into my life and

trying to apologize for something that was simply unforgivable.

| would never let Grayson be part of my life again.
Grayson opened his mouth to speak again.

“No,” | snapped before he could continue. "Skirt."

| pointed to the door.

Grayson's eyebrows rose in shock. "What?"

| continued to point toward the door, never losing my composure. "Get out!"

Grayson's confusion was replaced by panic. “I know you're upset, Belle,
and you have every right to be.

But you don't understand what really happened-"

“And | don't care,” | interrupted. “I don't know why you're here, and | don't
care. | don't want you here. | never want to see you again.”

“No, please don't say that. Belle, please, you have to listen to me...”

| swallowed back the scream of rage that threatened to bubble up in my

throat. Was he seriously making demands of me?

“l don't have to do anything!” | screamed.
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“I don't know what you're doing here, but the fact that you
think you have the right to just come back into my life after
everything you've done to me confirms that you are some kind of
Insane person. | don't owe you anything, not even a conversation.
Then go away.” | declared. "Now."

Grayson looked at me for a moment, but he didn't

he stirred, his eyes gleaming with something unrecognizable. Was it anger?

A tiny bit of hesitation filled me, worried he might attack. |
tried not to let that affect my confidence.

| told myself | owed him nothing — not my heart, not comfort,
not even my time. | was in control now. And | wasn't going to let
him boss me around anymore.

“Okay,” he finally said. | could tell he was trying to reign in
his wolf, his eyes changing from their normal green to a deep
black. "You are right. You do not owe me anything. You are not
obligated to listen to me.”

| crossed my arms over my chest, not knowing what to say. | am not
| expected him to admit defeat so easily.

“But I'm not leaving,” Grayson continued. There it was.
“I'm not leaving this town until you know what really happened
between us. | will be one step behind you wherever you go,
protecting you, making sure your pain is as little as possible.”

He licked his lips, looking my body up and down, pity filling
his eyes as he took in my battered form. | wanted to punch him in
the face.

“And when you're ready, if you're ready, | hope you'll let me
explain.”
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| blinked. "But-"

Grayson was suddenly in front of me, moving so fast he was
a blur. | almost screamed in terror, but he grabbed my face and
crushed my lips to his, silencing me.

| screamed in shock. He started to move his mouth against
mine the way he had so many times before.

For a moment, | forgot where | was, and all that mattered was
Grayson's lips against mine. | kissed him back, the desire in my
chest too painful and persistent to ignore.

His tongue swept across the seam of my lips, and |
automatically opened for him, letting his tongue enter my mouth.
His taste exploded across my taste buds, and a needy moan left
me.

Grayson growled and pulled me closer, wrapping his arms
around me. Heat flooded my system and pooled in my core. My
legs pressed together as the most intimate part of me began to
throb, yearning.
for attention.

After a long moment, he carefully removed his mouth from

mine, even though | tried to pull him back to me. He kept his hands
firmly placed on either side.

of my face.

My breath caught when his forehead found mine, and he
looked deep into my eyes.

Maintaining eye contact, he murmured, "Please don't
make me go away. Not after meeting you again.”
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| studied him, memorizing every part of his face so | could
remember him after he was gone.

"You broke me." | whispered.

His huge body shook at my words. "I know."
His thumb wiped away a tear that was running down my face. | hadn't
even realized | was crying again.

“But please just listen to what | have to say. | need you. | need
you, Belle.”

More tears started to well up in my eyes even though | tried to
stop them. "No, you do not know." | replied, trying to step back and
break away from him, but failing when his grip on my face only
tightened.

It wasn't painful, but it was relentless and final. “You never
needed me.”

He shook his head, keeping his forehead against mine.
"Yes | need. | need you. So much. | love you, Belle,” he said.

My heart jumped in my chest. “And | know | don't deserve your
love in return, but | need you to know that.

| love you. There is an explanation for everything. Please, if you just
let me...”

| pulled away so suddenly that Grayson was caught off guard
and wasn't able to catch me. | pushed his hands away from me,
suddenly completely furious with myself for giving in to his touch so
easily.

He knew that physical contact with him was my weakness and
he was taking advantage of that knowledge. | couldn't believe | had
let him go this far. I let him kiss me.

And | kissed him back!
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"Do not touch me!" | screamed. “l won't let you explain
because there's no explanation good enough to excuse what you
did to me. It was unforgivable.” | took a deep breath. "You do not
love me. People who love each other don't treat each other like
you treated me. They... They just don’t.” My voice cracked, which
only made my fury grow. “That's why, if you ever approach me
again, | won't hesitate to call the police.
| will get a restraining order if | have to or do whatever it takes to
get you out of my life. “I want you out of my life, Grayson. You
understand me? | never, ever want to see you again.”

He took a deep breath. His hands balled into fists at his
sides, and for a moment | couldn't tell if he was holding back from
comforting me or attacking me.

At this point, | wouldn't be surprised by either one, which
terrified me.

“I won't leave you,” he finally said. “Call the police if you
want, but you're not going to like what happens when they get
here. No one will take me away from you. I'm here, and I'm not
leaving unless you're by my side.

You're mine, Belle, like it or not. And sooner or later, you will listen
to me.”

“"No." | shook my head, swallowing my
endless tears. "Get out now."

Grayson watched me for a few seconds in silence before

nodding stiffly. “I love you, Belle. Please come back to me soon.”

He turned and walked out of the diner.
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Chapter 18

BELLE

The moment Grayson left me, a sharp pain started. | shouldn't have been
surprised. My body knew he was close and it was punishing me for sending him

away. | wanted him so much by my side.

| sank into one of the booths next to me. Tears
got out of me. | dropped my face into my hands and wept.

| could feel Grayson's eyes on me, his gaze feeling like a warm blanket
against my skin. Sparks danced along my body, calming even though I'd never
admitted it.

He was close by, probably watching me from somewhere.

place out there. | didn't allow myself to look for it, though.

After a few long moments, | finally got my crying under control. | breathed

through my pain and went to get my phone.

My hands shook as | pressed Liam's contact and brought him to my ear. |

had no idea what had happened to him.

I knew Grayson was intimidating, but I still didn't expect Liam to run away

when he showed up.

| remembered him standing in front of me, trying to protect me when

Grayson tried to grab me, but he disappeared after that. And Grayson got me

anyway.

What if he had done something to Liam? And if he had
bruised?
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After ringing for a minute, it went to Liam's voicemail. | hung up and looked
at my phone in confusion.

My concern increased. What the hell happened to him?

| sent a quick message telling him | was so sorry for what had happened,

that | was fine and to call me ASAP.

My eyes looked around the empty cafeteria in

discouragement. Did everyone run away when Grayson showed up? How did

he clean the place like that?

| sighed and grabbed a broom before going over to the broken door,

starting to sweep broken glass all over the floor from when Grayson walked in.

I needed a distraction, and cleaning up this mess would have to do.

“What the fuck is going on here?” a voice shouted from

suddenly.

| jumped, turning to look at my boss, Jerry. He came through the broken

door | was cleaning, his face furious.

His eyes scanned the broken glass door and then all of the empty booths

before settling on me. “What the fuck did you do?” he demanded.

Before I could respond, my mark burned with pain. | sighed. | immediately
looked to the window, knowing Grayson was the cause. | couldn't see it, but |

could definitely feel it. My brand could too.

Jerry waved his hand in front of my face, getting my attention once more.

“Hey, | asked you a question! What the fuck did you do in my diner?”
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My eyes widened. "Il..." | slowly got up on shaky legs. “Some, uh, guy

came along and broke down the door.”

Okay, not the best excuse, but it was the best | could come up with given

my current state.

“Some guy? Did this guy chase away all my customers too?” asked Jerry.

He looked a little restless and nervous. "As he was?"

“He... He was my ex.” | swallowed. “I don't know why he was here.”

Jerry's eyes narrowed. “You stole from this guy
or something like this? What did you do to make him so mad?”

“I don't know why he was here,” | repeated. “But he won't
do it again. He won't come back.”

Jerry didn't look convinced. “Can you promise that?”

| hesitated. No, | really couldn't promise that. In fact, | shouldn't say that
if everything Grayson told me was true. | could only hope that he would stay

away from me like | asked. "Well no-"

Jerry scoffed.

"But I'm going to work for free for the rest of the day." | quickly continued.

“To make up for any profit that was lost.”

That made him stop. “The next two days,” he demanded. “To make up
for lost profit and for breaking the door. Or you can kiss your job goodbye, baby
doll.”

“Okay,” | agreed. | had to bite my tongue so | didn't say anything about

his new nickname for me. “The next two days.”
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Jerry grunted before pushing past me. “I want this all cleaned
up before | go back.

“And go fix your makeup or something before the customers
come back,” he said, pointing to my puffy eyes and tear-stained
face. “You look like a mess.”

He shook his head before disappearing behind the kitchen
doors.

My relief was strong. Grayson may have come back into my
life and insisted on ruining it, but at least | wouldn't lose my job
today.

“The piece on the corner table is looking at you,” Candice

whispered to me as she placed her tray next to mine behind the
counter.

“He's been looking at you since you walked in. He even asked
to be placed in your section.”

| didn't need to look up to know who she was talking about. |

felt his presence the moment he
came in.

God, Grayson, why can't you just
leave it alone?

An hour has passed since Grayson found me and turned my
world upside down. Customers came in quickly after that, some
returning from before, although they looked disoriented.
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| don't blame them. Grayson was a very scary guy,
especially now that he looked like a giant on steroids.

When | asked Candice what happened, she just shrugged
and said she had no idea what | was talking about. | thought it was

strange, but | didn't have time to think
in that.

Now we were just as busy as ever, and while this was what |
thought | wanted when my shift started, | was finding it hard to
keep up now.

All my previous energy was gone, probably because Grayson
was around.

It was pretty obvious now that | was so happy this morning
because the mate bond was growing stronger as Grayson
approached me.

But now that he was literally less than twenty feet away from
me, my body was trying to give me the final push, pressing to go
to him, causing excruciating pain that | knew only Grayson could
end.

| hated that my brand burned once more, worse than ever
and that my body ached like I'd just finished a vigorous workout.

| tried my best to smile politely at Candice. "You know what?
| give you full permission to sit at his table if you think he's so cute.
He's all yours."

"He is sure?" Candice squealed, her voice rising an octave
with excitement. “He seems a lot more interested in you than me.
Don't look now, but he's literally looking at you like he wants nothing
more than to play you.
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her at one of those tables and do what she wants with you.
Definitely Christian Gray vibes.”
My cheeks turned bright red. | knew

that Grayson could hear every word Candice was saying and probably found it

all very amusing.

I would bet money he would be wearing a huge smile

and cocky in the face if | turned and looked at him now.

“How much time do you think a person needs to spend in

gym to look like this?” Candice continued to dream.

“I've literally never seen a more perfect person than him. He's skinny but
huge at the same time, and oh my God, those green eyes! | could get lost in

those eyes.

“And | bet he has insane abs under the shirt he's wearing. Just look at the

way he's stretching his muscles. | would love-"

"OK!" | cut her off before she could tell me exactly what she wanted to do
with my ex-mate's abs. | hated the uncontrollable jealousy that threatened to

consume me.

It almost made me regret giving her Grayson's desk. “No need to elaborate.

You obviously like him, so go ahead and grab his desk.

I'll get yours."

“No,” someone mumbled behind me. | turned to look at Jerry, who | hadn't
even noticed had approached us. How long had he been standing there? “Without

changing tables,” he said.

"Why not?" Candice asked, her voice coming out whiny.
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“Because Belle needs to prove to me that she wants her job,”
Jerry replied. “What it means to deal with difficult customers.”

| gave him a strained smile, even as my palms started to sweat
at the thought of having to talk to Grayson again. “Okay,” | replied
stiffly.

“Lucky bitch,” Candice whispered in my eatr,
smiling as he passed by me.

Jerry was still watching me as | walked over to Grayson, who
was sitting at the corner table. Every step | took toward him made
me feel hot and fuzzy inside, and | hated it.

“What the hell are you doing here?” | demanded when [ finally
reached his table. | was sure to keep my voice low so no one around
us could hear.

Grayson raised an eyebrow. The hint of a smile appeared on
his lips. “Come sit down, beautiful.” He patted the seat next to him.
“Have breakfast with me.

You need food.”

| looked at him. | knew this act. Grayson could be charming
and affectionate when he wanted to be. | wasn't falling for it.
“I'm working,” | replied. “And | thought | told you to leave me alone.”

Grayson leaned back casually, crossing his massive arms over
his equally massive chest. “And | thought | told you | would never let
you out of my sight again.”

“So you've been watching me,” | accused.

Grayson smiled. “The mating sparks dancing along your skin
at my gaze feel good, baby?” Your voice was smooth
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like butter. “I know I'm enjoying the feel of them right now.”

My hips abruptly hit the edge of the table | was standing in front of. | looked

down, realizing | was unconsciously gravitating towards him.

The only reason | didn't fall into his lap was because of

the huge metal table that separated us.

My attention returned to Grayson. | felt my cheeks go red, hoping he hadn't

noticed what | had. But, of course, he had.

His eyebrows raised, his eyes looking into the

my hips, licking my lips.

"Stop this!" | scolded, shifting uncomfortably.

Grayson's gaze lazily roamed my
way before meeting my eyes once more.

My fingernails dug into my palms, extremely close to punching Grayson's

stupid grin into his stupid face.

“What did you do with Liam?” | demanded.

Grayson's casual expression quickly turned into a frown. "Who?"

I rolled my eyes. “You know who I'm talking about. Liam, Liam Blackwood.
My friend. He disappeared after trying to protect me from you. Tell me what you
did to him.”

Grayson shook his head, a muscle jumping in his jaw. “l have no idea what

you're talking about. But any man who catches your eye shouldn't be around you

anyway."
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My nostrils flared. He was acting too casually to be telling the
truth.

“If you hurt him,” | began, “I swear I'll kill you. | don't care how
big and intimidating you got.
| will not allow you to hurt the people | care about.”

His eyes narrowed at my threat, automatically darkening.
"Care?" he repeated.
“Exactly what is the extent of your feelings towards this man?”

| knew in that moment that | had said the wrong thing. | didn't
want Grayson to have any more reason to hurt Liam.

“Like | said before, he's my friend. Just it. And | would like to
know what you did with it.”

"l didn't do anything to harm your friend," Grayson replied. I
think it's a good thing this man isn't around anymore. | don't like
other men around my mate.”

My temper rose, hot and sharp. | was extremely close to
picking up the silverware on the table and stabbing his hand.

“I am not your mate. You have absolutely no right to act
possessive of me. Did you give up."

A low growl left his chest, making him take a step back. “I did
no such thing. You're mine, Belle. You always were and always
will be. Now, sit down and have breakfast with me.

You look exhausted, and | can hear your stomach rumbling from
across the room.”
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"l already told you I'm working." | glanced quickly over my shoulder,

relieved to see that Jerry was no longer watching me.

“And if you think I'm serving you, you're very, very wrong. I'd rather eat
glass.”

His expression softened. “| don't want you to serve me, Belle.” His voice
was much softer than before. “I just want you to eat. When was the last time

you really ate?”

“That is none of your business.”

"It definitely is," Grayson retorted.

My jaw tightened. “Seriously, | don't understand why you care. You didn't
care when | couldn't get food from your packhouse. | was starving, too scared

to get food for me and you —

| swallowed hard, remembering Grayson hitting me and telling me | was

more trouble than | was worth after he found out | wasn't eating.

“I don't even know why I'm telling you this. | will not eat with you. | will
not serve you. | will never do anything to you again. Now leave me alone.”

| turned to leave but was stopped when Grayson grabbed my arm. He
stood up, looking at me with determined eyes. His grim expression only

softened as he focused on the unshed tears welling up in my eyes.

I quickly cleaned them up.
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“You don't have to serve me. You don't even have to eat
with me, but I'm not going anywhere. As long as you're here, so
will | be. You are my mate. With pain.

The closer | am to you, the better for you.”

"I am fine." | bit back. | pulled my arm from his grip, taking
several long strides back to prove my point.

What | didn't tell him was that my mark burned brighter and

brighter with every step | took. "I've spent several months without
you and I'm doing great."

Grayson looked at the new space between us. “You don't
have to lie to me, Belle. | can feel your pain through the bond.
And | can see it in your eyes.”

He took a step forward, gently placing his hand on my arm.
His thumb stroked the skin gently. “You are not alone,” he said
quietly. “I am in pain too.”

| knew | should take his hand off me, but the sparks that
came from his touch felt too good. "You are?"
| asked.

Even though | was mad at him, something inside me hated
hearing that. | didn't want him to feel pain. | mean, | wanted him to
jump off a cliff, but...

Grayson nodded. "Of course | am. | may not be experiencing
the same thing you are because I'm not human like you are, but
I'm still hurting so much. You have no idea how much it kills me to
be away from you. And it kills me right now to be this close to you
and not be able to touch you to comfort you.

Our mate bond is starving.”
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“Keep working on that whole 'no touching' thing,” | told him,
pulling my arm out of his grasp once more, even as my body
screamed in opposition.

“I have to get back to work. Leave me alone. | am
Talking serious."

| didn't look at him as | walked away and luckily
he didn't fight me as he watched me go.

Chapter 19

GRAYSON

My jaw clenched as | watched Belle
run around the cafeteria, working hard.

It was physically painful to stand in my seat while my mate, the
absolute love of my life, pushed her body beyond its limits right in
front of me.

And there was nothing | could do about it.
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| was sitting there for hours. The only reason | hadn't already attacked her
and dragged her ass back home was that | understood where she was coming

from.

| was there; | withessed everything Azazel did to her.

And she thought it was me. She had every right to be upset.
She should be upset.

This was a shock to her. She needed time to process that | was back in her

life and that | still wanted her.

She needed to see that | wasn't going to push her, that | was willing to work

to regain her trust and let her come to me. This whole situation was in your hands.

But that didn't mean that your constant rejection of me
it didn't frustrate me like hell.

| was sorely tempted to use Mortar power to convince her to listen to me,
but | knew it wasn't the right thing to do. It wouldn't solve anything. She needed to

be in control.

| needed her to decide to come to me and listen to me. | couldn't hope to

gain her trust back by using my powers to force her to listen to me.

But being away from her was killing me. Not holding her in my arms, easing
her pain, tending to her mark, telling her how much | loved her — | wasn't sure how

much more | could take.

| couldn't get the way she looked at me when | found her out of my mind.
There was so much fear, so much pain in those beautiful blue eyes. | never

wanted her to look at me like that.

And then the panic attack started...
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| knew she saw my red eyes that | couldn't hide when | walked
into the diner. | couldn't keep my vampire back no matter how hard |
tried.

He wanted to see our mate and fought to the front of the
my conscience to do so.

Thankfully though, Belle didn't ask about my change in
appearance or red eyes, and | was able to hide them before she saw
them again.

Perhaps she thought she imagined them, although that
it was probably just wishful thinking on my patrt.

The moment Belle started to panic, | ordered everyone out of
the diner, using the power of the Mortars, telling them not to come
back until | left the diner.

It did them no harm; in fact, they wouldn't remember anything.

The only person | haven't told to get out of my way
immediately it was the vampire boy. Liam Blackwood.

| knew who he was right away. Jeffery's son
Blackwood is a powerful vampire in his own right.

He also knew who | was. | saw the recognition in his eyes as
he stopped in front of my panicked mate, trying to shield her from me.

To his credit though, he didn't look that scared.
how much | expected him to be.

It still took everything in me not to rip his heart out and shove it
down his throat when he tried to keep me away from my Belle.
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The only reason | didn't exactly do that was because | could
smell Belle on him and his on her. They were obviously friends.

Or used to be. | wouldn't allow him near my girl ever again.

That's why | told him to walk to Canada.
Maybe it was an odd order, but | needed him away from her, and it
was the only thing | could think of.

He was a vampire, so he must have been less than a
quarter of the way there now.

Yes, | lied to her when she asked me if I had done something
for him. But she would have liked the alternative much less.

He wouldn't be back for days, giving me enough time to gain
Belle's trust back and get her as far away from here as possible
without causing a scene by killing her friend in the meantime.

Murder probably wasn't the best way to get her to talk to me
again, although it was becoming increasingly difficult to convince
my wolf and vampire side of that fact.

| looked for Belle for months. | didn't think of anything else.
How could I? She was my mate, and she was missing.

| had no idea where she was or if she was safe because she
had her damn mental barriers up the entire time.

Page 193 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

All it took was my former beta trying to kill her for her to break
down her walls and finally let me in to find out where she was. And
Now...

Now she was right in front of me, and | had to force myself to
stay away from her.

She was in pain. She was moving slower and looked

exhausted, with huge bags under her eyes. | could tell she wasn't
sleeping. Wasn't she eating too?

| watched as she took an order for two women at a table on
the other side of the diner, my fists clenching under the table as |
noticed for the hundredth time that she had lost considerable
weight.

She was still as beautiful as ever, no doubt, but she was no
longer healthy. My wolf was buzzing in my chest,
furious at the fact that our companion was not well taken care of.

Male werewolves took great pride in providing for their
females, and | was completely failing mine. It was killing me.

The little outfit she was wearing didn't help to hide all the
weight she had lost either. It also didn't help to fuel the fire that
was building inside me.

The short skirt ended just below her ass, and the blouse
she wore hugged her breasts like a second skin.

The white apron she wore helped to accentuate her already
generous-looking curves, matching the white curves of her feet
that elongated her legs. God, she was beautiful.

But, unfortunately, | wasn't the only person who noticed her
beauty. Every time | caught another man's eyes
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lingering a little too long on her, an uncontrollable fury consumed
me.

| couldn't even stop myself from snarling at them, baring my
fangs and red eyes, barely satisfied.

when they fled in fear. They were lucky | didn't kill them on the
spot.

But then again, | didn't think killing people was a good way
to regain Belle's trust. It was tempting, though. Extremely tempting.

| watched with an unyielding gaze as Belle hurried behind
the front counter to submit an order she had just taken.
After handing it to the kitchen, she made a move to turn around
but stopped abruptly.

| stiffened, watching as her shoulders rose and fell with a
deep breath, and her entire body slumped forward, leaning slightly
against the counter in front of her.

She was exhausted. She had been working non-stop since |
got here this morning, and it was late now — almost 5pm.

It was clear to me that my partner wasn't sleeping, she
wasn't eating, she was in more pain than | could understand why |
was here, and to top it off, she was working herself to the bone.

| didn't know how much longer | could just sit and watch this.

| came extremely close to breaking my promise to myself not
to use my alpha tone or Mortar power on her and force her to
listen to me so we could end this whole mess and | could have her
In my arms again.
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But | forced myself to be patient.

Belle tried to turn around but fell forward, tripping over her
own feet. Luckily, she managed to grab the counter next to her so
she didn't fall. She looked disoriented and tired.

| was on my feet and across the room in seconds. | stayed
behind her, pressing myself against her in case she needed to lean
on me. | carefully placed my hands on her waist.

Her body tensed and her breathing quickened.
“You need a break.” | growled in her ear.

She squeezed her eyes shut. “You can't come back here,”
she whispered back to me, making sure her voice was low enough
that no one else could hear her.

She nudged me with her elbow, but her attempts were
weak and useless.

“You need a break,” | repeated.

“I'm fine,” she fumed, as stubborn as ever. "Me
leave it alone.”

His angry curses were adorable.

“You've been working for nine hours straight without stopping
to eat or drink water. And don't even get me started on the damn
shoes you're wearing, if you can call it that."

| looked down at the white heels hugging her feet. “You need
to sit down, eat a little and rest. I'm not asking.”

She tried to get out of my grip, but | wouldn't let her. She
looked around at all the customers. their heads
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they were turned, watching our interaction. “Please, Grayson. You are making a

scene.”

| do not care. “You won't like the scene I'm going to

do if you don't do what | say.

“I would be more than happy to put you to sleep right now and throw you
over my shoulder the same way | did on that plane to Paris, if that's what it takes

for you to take care of yourself.”

His eyes locked with mine, widening. “Y- you
put to sleep? As?"
“You became a member of my pack the moment

when | laid eyes on you. | used my alpha tone on you to calm you down when

you were panicking.”

“I haven't used it since, but | would have no problem using it now as it's a
health issue.” | didn't bother to mention that | now had the power of the Mortar

as well. All in due time.

His eyes flashed with anger. "How do you dare? You don't

has the right to control or take advantage of me in this way.”

She pushed at my chest but stumbled back as another dizziness hit her

from lack of food.

| growled and grabbed her before she could fall, pulling her against my
chest. | prided myself on how his body relaxed against mine, forced to give in to

the mate bond even as his mind still struggled.

“I would never use it to take advantage of you, just for your own safety.” |
squeezed her as close to my body as | could before bending down and softly

kissing her infected mark.
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| needed her to calm down, and kissing that spot did just that.
She melted against me even more, letting
take the full weight of it with a heaving sigh.

And then the sweet scent of her arousal filled the air around
us.

| held back a moan as | breathed her in, loving the effect | had
on her and the way she squirmed against me, trying to get closer.

She was always so receptive when it came to my touch, and |
couldn't get enough. Obviously wanting more, Belle cocked her
head to the side, her small hands clutching my shirt.

It was extremely unusual that we, as a mated couple, had not
completed the mating process yet. His arousal was the mate bond
pushing us together.

And now that | had her, it was only going to get worse until | took care of her.
the way she needed.

But now was not the time for that. she needed
rest, don't get excited.

With great difficulty, | managed to lift my lips from her mark
and look at her. She was obviously still a little disoriented from the
kiss. Her eyes were bright and her pretty lips pursed.

My own body was humming from his touch. My wolf howled in
my mind, urging me to continue with what we were doing. | was
tempted to follow your orders.

It felt so good to finally hold her again, even under the
circumstances.
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But the exhausted look in Belle's eyes and the way she

her body swaying, barely able to support itself, was enough to hold me back.

We could do all that later and only when she was ready, not when the
bond was putting pressure on her. Now though, she needed me to take care of

her.

“You're exhausted, Belle,” | whispered to her, passing

my nose against her temple.

She was slowly starting to come out of her trance.
Realizing what | had just done to her, her expression turned into a frown,

accompanied by a sweet blush. "Let me go. | am fine."

| shook my head and then ran my thumb over the dark bags under her
eyes. "You are not. You
needs rest and food. And | won't leave you alone

until you get it.”

She studied me for a moment, deciding what to do.

Finally, she said, "Why do you care?"
| turned back. "What?"

“Why do you care?” she repeated, her voice tired and calm as she looked
around us again. People started to lose interest in what we were doing, but she

still looked wary.

“You didn't mind when | was starving in your pack house. Or when you
sent me to sleep in a cold basement room. Or when you left me to fend for myself
while all your pack members ignored and avoided me. Oh, and do | even have to

mention the time you hit me so hard you broke my cheek?”
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She laughed bitterly. “You don't care about me, Grayson.
You're just trying to get on my good side so you can take me back
to your pack and use me for power. I'm not falling for it. | don't
believe for a second that you don't have some ulterior motive in
all of this.”

Hearing about everything Azazel put her through made my
blood boil and my wolf surge, turning my eyes a deep black.

| was grateful the vampire side of me seemed to have better
control of its emotions and chose to stay inside, worried about
scaring our mate while she was in such a fragile state.

A loud growl reverberated in my chest before | could stop it.
If customers weren't looking to us before, they definitely were
now. All conversation ceased, leaving the restaurant in complete
silence.

None of that mattered to me. They could look all they
wanted. The only thing that mattered to me at that moment was
how Belle's expression changed from enraged to terrified in a
matter of seconds.

| didn't want to startle her. | just needed her to know
that what | was about to say next was serious.

“I care because you are mine.” | growled in a low tone. “And
if you let me explain what really happened in my pack house, then
you would know about it.”

| grabbed her waist, pulling her ass against my front. “You're
lucky | don't throw you over my shoulder like a caveman and drag
you back home.
Especially since | had to watch you walk around in this little outfit
all day, showing skin in places
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Chapter 38

BELLE

Grayson couldn't keep his hands off me in the morning
Following.

| kind of loved it.

He had woken me up extremely early with gentle kisses on my signal.

He had been getting constant updates from the pilot of his private
plane all night, and the moment he knew it was close, he wanted us to get
up and moving.

We took a quick shower and then got dressed. Of course, Grayson
got all snarly when | put on Laila's black leggings and a T-shirt instead of
her oversized clothes.

Laila even let me wear a pair of sneakers too, which | was extremely

grateful for.

“Fucking vampire scent,” Grayson continued fuming under his breath
once | was dressed. | rolled my eyes. He should be grateful it was Laila's
clothes and not Liam's.

We were about to leave the room when hurried footsteps began to
approach.

“Belle! Belle!” someone yelled.

| ran to the door and flung it open before Grayson could catch me.
prevent, coming face to face with a panicked Laila.

“My father is a traitor,” she said, her words spilling out before | could

even react to the large tears streaming down her cheeks.
his face.
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“Liam is holding him, but my dad told Azazel where you are.
You need to get out of here. Now."

Grayson had me in his arms before she even finished
speaking. | didn't even have time to process what was going on or
what Laila had just told us.

My companion hugged me close to his body, pressed my
face into his neck to protect my eyes, and then he ran.

The intense wind made my hair fly in all directions as it ran
at a speed that made everything pass us by. | tried to look up, but
Grayson's firm grip kept my head forced down.

| expected to be there like this for a while. But just a few
seconds later, we came to an abrupt halt, Grayson's entire body
moving forward. | yelled in surprise.

“Grayson?” | asked when he didn't move for several seconds.
| could feel her heart beating rapidly in her chest.

The sound of car wheels screeched in front of us. One
door opened.

“Come in.” Relief filled me at the sound of Liam's voice.
He was fine. Or at least it seemed like it was.

Grayson finally let go of my neck, allowing me to look up as
he carried me to the passenger side door of an absolutely amazing
blue Lamborghini.

“Liam!” | exclaimed when | saw him in the driver's seat, a
frown painted over his handsome features.

| didn't have time to ask any questions or try to figure out
what the hell was going on because, the next
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The thing | knew, Liam backed up, not even waiting for Grayson to
close the car door all the way.

Grayson pulled me onto his lap in the passenger seat and
wrapped his arms around me, acting as my seat belt.

security.

| screamed as Liam burst through his dad's driveway gates —
nearly hitting an oncoming car and swerving the car so he was
speeding down the street in front of his dad's house.

“Azazel knows where you are,” Liam hurriedly explained once
the car was stable. “He knows about the plane and your plan to take
Belle back to Croatia with you. He's coming after you.

“He will try to stop you two.”

It was then that | got a good look at my friend.
My mouth went dry. “Liam,” | said uneasily, “you're covered in blood.”

He had red spots on his arms and chest.

The fact that he was wearing a white T-shirt only made the
bright blood color more pronounced, and with his eyes to match, he
looked like something out of a horror movie.

Liam wiped his hand over his mouth — which | now noticed had
blood at the corners — and ran his tongue over the sharp fangs. "Is
not mine." He growled in response.

| could see his muscles tense under his skin and his
dark brows coming together.

“Then whose is it?” | asked carefully, fearing already
know the answer.
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He hesitated for just a moment before answering.
"From my father. He is dead. | killed him.”

“Liam...” What do you say to the person you just killed

the father himself?

“Motherfucker earned it,” Liam continued, his voice coming out as
a hiss. “He has been in contact with Azazel since the day

that Adalee appeared. He was going to take him to the house. Ambush you
both.”

| put my hand on Liam's knee. Grayson stiffened beneath me, but
he didn't stop me. “I'm sorry,” | said.
"Whether he deserved it or not, what you did couldn't have been easy."

Liam suddenly swerved the car, quickly changing lanes. | hadn't
even noticed that we had turned onto a highway. He was passing all the
other cars. Blaring horns followed behind us.

| swallowed. -Liam, are you okay?

“I'm fine,” Liam replied. “My only priority is
get you out of here.”

Grayson grabbed my wrist — | didn't even realize | was still holding
Liam's leg — and placed his hand in mine.
He held me closer.

“Where is Azazel now?” Grayson asked.

Liam's eyes darted to the rearview mirror, looking back. “He's
coming after you now. | wouldn't be surprised if he was in one of the cars
behind us right now.

“We need to get you on that plane and in the air.”

“How long until the plane gets here?” | asked Grayson.
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“The plane hasn’t arrived yet?” Liam fired. "You got to be kidding me."

"Should be landing now," Grayson growled through gritted teeth.

“So does that mean you can go slower? Please?" | asked. Grayson's
thumb began to graze my arm, trying to calm me down. His chest vibrated with

silent purrs.

Liam shook his head. "We can't let them get to us."”

At the speed we were going, there was no chance of that.
to happen.

Liam reached down and grabbed something from under his thigh. My

eyes widened when | saw what it was. A weapon.

Grayson snarled, ready to destroy the threat, but Liam quickly placed her

in my lap before he could do anything.

"This is for you." Liam explained grimly.

Without taking your eyes off the road. “I got it for you a week or so ago to

keep in your apartment, but it never got around to giving it to you.”

He met my eyes for half a second. “In case you need to defend yourself.”

| looked down at the gun in my lap. | had never used a gun before. | wasn't
even sure I'd seen one in real life.

They honestly terrify me one of the only

tools made exclusively to kill and injure, so easily misused.
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Grayson took it. “Do you know how to use it?”
| shook my head.

He explained it to me in a gentle tone, probably feeling my
nerves, showing me the safety and how to hold it.

correctly.

After double-checking that the safety was on, he slipped it into
the waistband of my leggings, tucking my T-shirt over the top so it
was out of sight.

After the scariest car ride of my entire
life, we were stopping at Machias Valley airport.

“Keep driving,” Grayson told Liam. “Get on the track.”

| screamed as Liam ran over a curb, causing the entire car to
bounce. My head nearly hit the ceiling.

Grayson pulled me closer to him and rubbed his huge hand
over my leg. His arms were so tight around me it almost hurt. “Try
not to kill my mate, Blackwood.”

With such a good car | was shocked at how reckless Liam
was driving. Although | was sure the Lamborghini belonged to his
father. Guess he wouldn't need it anymore, would he?

“Is this really cool?” | asked. We were on the runway now with
several planes around us. The long runway was almost empty,
however, with no signs of planes getting ready to take off.

Liam scoffed. “Your boyfriend is the king of the fucking world.

Everything is cool.”

Before | had time to process this, Grayson spoke.
“This is the plane.”
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| followed his line of sight. In the distance, there was a plane

that had just stopped, the same one that had taken us from France
to Minnesota.

| knew because it had a big blue stripe on the side and it was
smaller than all other planes.

When we stopped next to the plane, the stairs to board were
already going down. Grayson carried me out of the car before pulling
me to my feet and leading me up the stairs.

“You know,” a familiar voice began from inside the plane.
He rounded the corner, revealing his smiling face. “Private planes
are very bad for the environment.”

My heart leapt in my chest. “Elijah!” | exclaimed.

He looked fine. | was relieved to see that it was the same old
Elijah | had known before. He hadn't grown a foot or appeared to be
taking testosterone.

Grayson released me, and Elijah met me halfway down the

stairs with open arms. | practically threw myself at him, more than
happy to see him again.

“Fuck, it's good to see you again, Luna,” Elijah said against
my shoulder, pulling me closer to him. “| was so happy when | heard
the alpha found you. You have no idea how worried | was.”

| leaned back to look at him, smiling brightly. "I missed you.
I've been worried about you t0o0.”

“Fine, that's enough,” Grayson growled. | hadn't even noticed
him coming up behind me. He grabbed my elbow and pulled me
down a step.
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| had to stop myself from pushing him down the stairs.
trying to get away from my friend after not seeing him for months.

If your wolf hadn't been so close to the surface, | probably would
have.

“Sorry, Alpha,” Elijah said immediately, tilting his head to the
side in submission.

Grayson grunted in response, dismissing his apology.

"What are you doing here?" | asked Elijah.

“You'll have time to catch up once we're back in the air,” Grayson
said before Elijah could respond. He took me inside the plane.

“We need to resupply, Alpha.” The pilot appeared from behind
from the cabin door. “It will take about an hour.”

"No," Grayson replied. “We can stop at another airport, but we
need to get out of Maine.”

The pilot didn't hesitate before nodding vigorously. “Yes, Alpha.
Can we take off in ten minutes?”

Grayson's nostrils flared. “Make five.”
The pilot nodded once more and then took off running.

“Eeek!” another, more feminine voice called out. everyone's attention

he turned toward the back of the plane, where the voice was coming from.

Without warning, a small black haired body came flying towards
me. But before she could reach me, Grayson reached out, stopping
the person.

"Minnie," Grayson said in a dismissive tone. He had his hand
extended to the girl's forehead, holding her away.
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me like a parent would a misbehaving child.
“Would you try not to flatten my mate?”

The girl, Minnie, looked at me with the brightest smile | had
ever seen. | knew right away that she was a vampire due to her
glowing red eyes that matched Liam's.

“l am so excited to meet you.” Minnie said to
me. She was practically bouncing with excitement.

“I've heard so much about you. | can't wait to have another
girl in the palace to talk to. Well, | mean, | have my sister, but she
always has her nose in a book.

“Did you bring Minnie?” Grayson asked, directing his question
at Elijah. He took his hand off her forehead, allowing Minnie to
jump.

“Try telling her not to do what she wants,” Elijah replied. “It's
not going well. She wanted to meet Luna. | was just lucky that she
was asleep halfway through the flight, so she didn't say much to
me. | think we woke her up.”

Grayson glared at the small vampire.

Minnie scoffed, apparently not at all threatened by the
intimidating hybrid twice her size. “Your mate doesn't like me. He
IS an extremely grumpy person.”

| automatically knew we would be friends. A laugh escaped
my mouth. “Don't take it personally. He really doesn't like anyone,
| told her. | looked at Grayson. “Except me, | guess.”
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Grayson's eyes turned their normal forest green for a single
second as he looked at me. He ran his thumb over my jaw lovingly.

When | looked back at Minnie, her eyes were wide and her
lips were curled over her mouth as if she was trying hard not to
speak.

“You two are so cute,” she finally blurted out. "AND
good to see King Grayson at peace.”

Elijah, who was beside me, leaned in to whisper something.

“Who is the tall, dark, brooding character over there? AND
are we aware of the fact that he is covered in blood?”

| looked at Liam. He was standing in the doorway of the plane,
looking away with a deep frown on his face.

“This is Liam,” | said quietly.

Elijah's eyebrows rose. "Hang on. You mean Liam, as in Liam
Blackwood?”

| nodded once, surprised that he knew his name. There was
so much about the supernatural world | still had to learn.

"He's cute," Minnie whispered to me, eyeing Liam
up and down like he was a piece of meat.

My lips curved. “He can probably hear you too.” Liam didn't
react. But | knew he had incredible hearing and listened to everything
we said.

She smiled. “Oh, | know.”
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“Blackwood.” Grayson growled. He looked like he just remembered that
Liam was here now that we were talking about him. “What the fuck are you doing

on my plane?”

"Do you think I'm going to leave Belle alone after being the only person
taking care of her for months?" Liam answered as if it was an obvious explanation.

“Not going to happen, werewolf.”

“Are you the protector of the moon?” Minnie asked him. “Oh, my God, you
must be! I didn't think she would find him so soon. But | think you came when

she needed you most, just as the prophecy said you would.”

"Minnie," Grayson interrupted, irritated. “What the hell are you
is talking?"

Minnie frowned. "What do you mean?"

“Liam is no Belle,” Grayson snapped, his voice deepening.

Minnie took a step back. “I think you could be wrong about that. He has

all the qualities of the Queen's Guardian."

Liam walked over to us, suddenly interested in the conversation. “The

gueen's guardian? What is that?"

Minnie giggled. "It's completely you. You are the protector of the moon.”

She turned to Grayson.
"Didn't you read the prophecy?"
“What prophecy?” | asked.

"The prophecy that said | would be king," explained Grayson, looking at
Minnie for bringing it up. “Of course | read it. I'm Belle's protector, not some

random vampire.”

Page 410 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

"It is not how it works. You won't be able to be by your mate's
side all the time when you're king. The prophecy stated that she
would have someone to protect her, just as Queen Evangeline did.”

Queen Evangeline? Another name | didn't recognize.
"How do you know that?" | asked.

Minnie looked slowly at Liam, a small smile playing on her
lips. “I can feel his soul. is full of

kindness, bravery and good will. He will be the perfect guardian.”

Liam shifted, looking at Minnie with humble discomfort.

"That and the birthmark on his arm," added Minnie.

Everyone's eyes fell on the large birthmark that took up half
of Liam's left arm. It crept up the top half of his bicep and under the
collar of his shirt.

It was barely visible, just a shade or two lighter than her
normal skin. It was the first time | had realized this in the several
months | had known him and spent time with him.

"It's the same one that Queen Evangeline's guardian had,"
murmured Elijah in awe. “It's amazing. Except hers wasn't a
birthmark. It was a scar from a burn.”

Liam, who was also looking at the birthmark as if seeing it for
the first time, looked up. "Then this
does that mean | can stay on the plane now?”
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Chapter 39

GRAYSON

I had to keep reminding myself not to hold Belle too tightly as | held her
against me during the flight to Zaweth. | pressed my nose into her hair, inhaling

her scent into my lungs.

| was crazy. For more than one reason.

| was mad that Liam Blackwood was on my plane, following us back to the
supernatural realm. | was mad that Azazel Mortar was hunting my only reason for

living.

And | was angry that | had continually failed to be Belle's mate.

She didn't deserve any of this. But to hell if | didn't

try to make it all worthwhile.

Belle was sleeping on my lap, my arms wrapped around her. She had
passed out halfway through the flight after Minnie had been babbling in the seat

across from us.

I could tell that Belle liked Minnie, and that pleased me. She was going to

be a good friend to my Belle. | could already tell.

| felt a slight sense of regret in my

stomach for the way I've treated Minnie since I've known her.

Liam was in the seat next to Minnie — keeping a

| look over at us as usual — and Elijah was in the seat next to me and Belle, fast

asleep.

The plane was starting to descend. And the closer we got to the ground,

the greater my anxiety grew. That was
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starting to feel a little too much like the night | lost Belle — the night
Azazel took over my body.

| wasn't going to let anything happen to her ever again. USA

would protect from any threat. Even if this threat was
eu.

Belle shifted against me, her eyes fluttering open. She looked
at me.

"Are you well?" she asked. His hand cupped my chin, running
his fingers over it. “I can feel your thoughts racing.”

| made a face. The last thing | wanted was to wake her up. Or
let her worry. "I am well my love. You should go back to sleep. | didn't
mean to wake you up.”

| could tell by her expression that she wasn't buying any of my
shit. “You didn't sleep at all last night. You also need to rest, you
know?”

“I will rest when you are safe.”

His lips curved, not liking my answer.
“You are always so concerned about taking care of me,” she said.

“You've been through a lot. Someone needs to make sure you're
okay.”

| kissed her forehead. “I'm fine as long as I'm with you.
You are all I need.”

Someone made an exaggerated gagging noise next to us. “Is it
too late to leave?”

When | looked to my right, Liam, eyes still closed and arms
crossed over his chest, was looking disgusted.
“We can all hear you.”
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“There are fifteen seats on this plane,” | snapped. "Find
another place to fucking sit.”

The fact that Liam was on this plane now was a miracle. It
took everything in me not to throw the cocky bastard out the
window. | didn't give a shit if he was Belle's “guardian”.

It wasn't until Belle explained Liam's strange need to care for
her when she arrived at Evergreen that | really began to consider
how valuable he could be.

Try as | might, | wouldn't be able to take care of Belle 24/7
when we got to Zaweth. It might be helpful to have someone
protect her when | couldn't.

| just hated that it had to be him.

One thing was for sure though | would read the prophecy at least
a dozen more times once we reached Zaweth.

Until then, though, | planned to ignore it. it was the only way
to preserve my sanity.

Minnie giggled. His red eyes were

looking at us and a little jarring in the dim lighting. | hadn't even
realized she was awake. “| think it's sweet. He loves her."

Belle's lips curved a little as a sweet flush crept over her
cheeks. Liam snorted and turned his body towards the wall of the
plane, going back to sleep.

“So... how long before we land?” Belle asked me. | could
hear the nervousness in his casual tone. She was trying to hide
how anxious she was, as if that were possible.

| tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.
“About an hour.”
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She nodded. "OK. Excellent. That is great." | didn't miss the way
she dropped her gaze.

“You have nothing to worry about, Belle. | will be with you all the
time.”

“You said that last time.”

“There was an evil vampire waiting to take control of your body
last time,” Elijah muttered, stepping out of the room.

your sleep.

“I thought Zaweth was full of vampires,” Belle
pointed.

“Not the evil kind," said Minnie, smiling brightly. "We are cool."

Belle didn't say anything in response.

“This time is different,” Elijah began, “because you know how to

protect yourself. You know how to run away or call for help if something
happens.”

“But nothing will happen,” | said. “I won't let anything happen.”

Belle didn't say anything as she settled into my lap, her back
pressed against my chest. She grabbed my arms and wrapped them
around her as tight as they would go.

| could feel his heart racing against my skin.

| picked her up and carried her to the back of the plane where no
one was sitting. | adjusted her in my lap so that she was straddling me,
our faces inches apart.
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Belle looked at me with her big, beautiful blue eyes.
"What is it?" she asked.

She smelled so good. So, so good. She was my aphrodisiac

guys. My already hard cock jerked in my pants.

| could tell Belle felt it underneath her because her scent sweetened,

and she moved her pretty ass against him.
gently. The movement was innocent.

She wasn't trying to tempt me, but that didn't change the fact that if it
weren't for the other people on this plane, my fingers would be deep in her

pussy, pushing in and out until she screamed my name. Against my lips.

“Grayson?” Belle said, trying to get my attention.

Christ. | shouldn't be thinking about that right now. The urge to mate with
her was getting intense. That was

starting to dominate all my thoughts.

| clenched my jaw as | leaned forward, laying my forehead against hers,

breathing in her mouthwatering scent.

"l love you." | whispered. "I love you so much. | am so happy

for having found you. I'm so glad you're coming home with me. And I'm so
grateful for the confidence you're giving me after everything that's happened.

You know that, right?”
She nodded, her fingers sliding into the hair above my neck. "I know. |

love you too."

| gently tipped her head up by her chin so my lips could fall on hers. belle
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automatically leaned into the kiss, our tongues intertwined.

A small growl came out of my chest as his hips started to move against me.
It wasn't like she knew what she was doing. His movements were small and not

thought out.

It was the bond. Telling her what to do. Pushing to mate and connect with

me completely.

I held her hips, trying to slowly rotate them to a stop. | needed to get this

over with before either of us went too far. "Mmm, Belle..." | said against her lips.

“Not here, sweet girl.”

She pulled her mouth away from mine. His eyes opened and a

sweet flush crept over her cheeks. His hand covered the

mouth, which was probably tingling with sparks the same way mine was.
“Sorry,” she whispered. “I don't know what it was”
“Hey, it's okay.” | gave her a reassuring smile.

"I would love to continue, but | don't think we want an audience for this."

She looked at the other three talking quietly where we had left them. Well,

Minnie was talking to Elijah and Liam was pretending to be asleep.

Belle looked at me, shaking her head. “Yes, you are probably right.”

Her sweet blush nearly killed me. | could feel her slight embarrassment
through the bond. Did she think she was the only one experiencing this intense

attraction and need for...more?
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| wish | could have told her that it was just the bond that held
us together, but | didn't want to confuse her or, for the sake of my
own insanity, encourage her.

With my hand on her head, | guided her head to mine.
chest. "Take a rest. I'll wake you up when we get home.”

“Home,” she repeated, settling herself against me once more.
“Home sounds good.”

| kissed her forehead. "That's right."

As long as | don't go crazy with desire first.
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Chapter 40

GRAYSON

| was going crazy with desire.

Nearly a month has passed since we arrived in Zaweth with
Belle. Everything was going so well.

For a little while, that is.

My pack accepted her with open arms, just as | knew they would,

expressing their deep regret for the way they had treated her without hesitation.

Belle had been wary of them at first, nervous around the werewolves who'd
mistreated her for so long, but eventually, she'd started to get along with them

and even fit in.

She befriended everyone she met, remembering names and faces better
than | could. She cared about them and took it upon herself to get to know

everyone, even check in on them.

She was a natural moon. She took her place as mine

gueen with grace and poise.

We both lived in our own wing of the supernatural palace in the center of
Zaweth. | had it built

especially for us when | took office as king.

It was more of an apartment than anything else, with our own kitchen,

dining room, living room, two bathrooms, and two bedrooms.

Belle loved it, which made me happy, especially knowing

from the dump where she had been staying for the last few months.
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My favorite part about our ward was that it was far
from everyone else and isolated.

That was good because we weren't the only people living in the palace —
it took up about five hundred preternatural square meters in total and | wanted to

make sure we had complete privacy.

Only | could hear the sound of my mate's pleasure.

My favorite activity was seeing how many times | could get her to scream
my name in one night while | ravished her pussy with my tongue for hours and
hours. With and as much as | enjoyed it and boy did | enjoy doing it — | also did it

out of necessity. It was the only way to keep my wolf contained.

It was the only way to keep myself away.

During the day, though, | eventually decided | needed to keep my distance.
Being around her for too long always amounted to an all-consuming arousal that

ended with the two of us in bed, me on top of her.

So it took everything in me not to part her legs, shove my cock into her
sweet pussy and sink my teeth into her beautiful neck, ensuring that the mating

bond was finally completed and she was bound to me forever.

And then | would fuck her some more.
Yes, my self-control was hanging by a thread.

So | found other ways to occupy my time that didn't include Belle, which

killed me.

But it was better than pinning her to whatever nearby wall there was and

fucking her until next week like | wanted.
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I'd leave her early in the morning to train with my pack — where
I'd try to work off some pent-up energy — and then head out to meetings
for the rest of the day.

Sometimes Belle would come with me. | preferred it that way for a while.

| wanted her close. But the attraction quickly became too much.
For us both.

Soon, it became difficult to be in the same room with her. The
smell of her constant arousal was too much.

When Belle wasn't exploring the kingdom and finding ways to

keep busy, she was hanging out with Minnie.
daytime.

She helped her make home visits to the sick. She really liked it.
She came home each day with stories of the people they met and
helped.

She loved being with Minnie — they became big
friends, just as | predicted.

At first, | was nervous about Belle leaving the palace every day
without me by her side.

| hated the idea of her sitting in our wing of the palace alone
every day, but | hated the idea of her being unprotected even more.

That's when Liam volunteered to go with them.

| said no. Of course | said no. | hated that one
motherfucking vampire with every fiber of my being.

But Belle begged me to let him go.
And begged.
And when | still said no, she did it anyway.

My strong, stubborn, small companion.
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Liam was lucky to have earned a little bit of my trust by killing his own
father and protecting Belle from Adalee.

Or he would be six feet under by now.

| felt extremely tense as | walked around the gym early in the morning.
Belle was still asleep when | left her, and | had to literally tear her body away from

mine to get out of bed.

She was always very affectionate at night, but since | started to put off

mating with her, she started to wrap around me like a vine while | slept.

Her body craved the closeness of her mate that | wasn't providing her with

while she was awake.

Normally, | wouldn't mind. usually i

would encourage close contact.

But her writhing her little body against me for hours and hours, rubbing her
face and lips against my chest and neck as she slept, was starting to drive me

crazy.

Belle was confused. The strength of the bond was strong.
Relentless. She was getting desperate to mate and oh boy was she making sure

| knew about it.

She hadn't told me directly, but | could smell it every time we were together.

When | walked into our room last night, she was wearing one of my shirts.

Completely covered in my scent, which she knew drove my wolf and me crazy.

No bra and painfully red thong

visible through the white fabric of my shirt.
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| also found her sitting cross-legged on our bed with the crotch of her
panties so beautifully on display.

for me.

I could smell her mating pheromones all over the hall, which made it

painfully obvious what she was waiting for.

The moment | walked into the room, my own body heaved with crippling
lust as my eyes traveled up and down her form. Even looking at her made every

part of my body come alive.

Well, some parts more than others.

| made her come. Several times. For hours. | threw her on the bed and

devoured until she begged me to stop.

| spent so much time licking her sweet cunt | could still taste it on my

tongue now. It wasn't what either of us wanted, not really, but it was all | could do.

We were both slowly going crazy. And everyone to
those around us knew that. My gang members
they stared every time | left our wing of the palace, knowing | was close to my

breaking point.

They knew | hadn't fully mated with Belle and they could feel the lack of
connection with their luna. I'm sure everyone wondered why | was taking so long.

They craved the connection too.

| couldn't mate her, though. Not yet. Not until I had all the information on

how changing to a faerie would affect her.

She was human, and whether or not to admit it, she was fragile. |
| wouldn't be the only one to hurt you.
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| tried to convince myself that | wouldn't have to wait much
longer.

Kyle put me in touch with a warlock who was apparently related to

Evangeline Viotto and was willing to talk to me about the Fae.

| came extremely close to telling her about the prophecy so many times.
She deserved to know why | was avoiding her, why her body was reacting to mine

the way it did.

But | knew if | told her, she'd try to convince me it wasn't a big deal. | knew

her and | knew how desperate and selfless she was.

She was well aware of how strict | had been the last month and how much

| wanted her. She just didn't understand why | wasn't taking her.

She would gladly risk her life if it meant finally being fully connected to me
and giving us some

relief. And | just couldn't have that.

Elijah looked up from his weights as | passed him in the gym. | didn't miss
the way the corners of her lips lifted a little. “Good morning, Alpha,” he said,

amusement leaking out of his tone.

“Elijah,” | croaked back in greeting. | turned and crossed my arms over my

chest, sizing up my pack — or should | say kingdom as they sparred.

| was still getting used to it. just like with

Belle, taking on the role of alpha king came naturally to me. | fell into the role with

ease, without even flinching for a moment.
time.
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Elijah approached me slowly, coming to stand beside me,
facing the large gym as well. “Kyle will be here soon. He wasn't
planning on being late, but he said he needed coffee.”

Not surprised. “Sounds like Kyle,” | muttered. The coffee didn't even make
nothing with him now that he was a hybrid, but he still claimed he
did. He drank about fifteen full mugs every morning.

“Right,” Elijah agreed. He was avoiding eye contact
with me. There was something he wasn't telling me.

“Do you have something to share with me, Elijah?” | asked
him slowly.

| wasn't in the mood for games this morning, or any morning,
really, since | had to wake up and leave a dissatisfied, sexy-as-sin
mate every day.

He changed. “Well, uh...l feel like it's my, uh, moral obligation
to warn you that Kyle is going to give you a bunch of shit when he
gets here.”

| let my gaze slide to him. “Care to explain?”

He opened his mouth to respond, but before he could,
someone spoke. “Holy shit, Alpha, would you point that thing
somewhere else? You are capable of plucking out my companion's
eye.”

Kyle walked over to us with the biggest shit-eating grin I'd
ever seen on his face.

| looked down. Christ, he was right. | suddenly understood
what Elijah was trying to warn me about. The simple gym shorts |
wore did nothing to hide the huge erection | was sporting.
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| hadn't even thought to hide it or take care of it this
morning, he just needed to get away from Belle as soon as possible.

| quickly and unobtrusively readjusted it so it was less noticeable.

“Ignore it,” | growled, crossing my arms over my chest and
looking away from them.

Sensing my sensitive mood, Kyle placed a quick kiss on Elijah's
lips before sending him away. Elijah found a spot on the other side of
the gym to finish his workout.

Kyle turned to me, elbowing me. "Hey, if | don't care about you,
then who will, Alpha?"

| growled. “I would prefer nobody. Perks of being king.”

A moment of awkward silence passed between
us. “So... You and Luna...?” Kyle prodded.

"None of your business."

He nodded in understanding. “Getting so bad, huh?”

"Kyle..." | warned in a low tone.

He rolled his eyes and let out a deep sigh. “Yes, yes, none of my
business. | know you'd like to believe that, but you make it all our
business every second that passes without fully mating with Luna and
fulfilling the prophecy. And when you walk around smelling so strong
of mating pheromones | could choke on the smoke.”

My mischievous companion definitely knew she shouldn't be
here. It was dangerous for her, a human, to be surrounded by
bloodthirsty vampires.
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| told her countless times that she wasn't allowed to leave
our ward without proper protection — especially when Azazel was
still out there.

Azazel hadn't caused any problems lately, but | would almost
have preferred he had. Then | would at least know what he was
doing. He was quiet now, very quiet. And it was making me
nervous.

"Oh shit." Kyle chuckled as he lifted his hand to cover his
nose. He shook his head with a smile. “You two are worse than
teenagers, | swear.”

Thankfully, he pulled away before | had to beat him to death
for smelling my mate.

All my previous thoughts about keeping a safe distance from
my little companion went out the window as | started marching
towards her, ready to give her exactly what she needed.
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Chapter 41

BELLE

| woke up in bed alone. The place where Grayson had slept
was cold, and a deep desire was rooted in my chest, making my
breathing difficult.

Normally, | would just take it. | was a girl
grown up who could spend a few hours without my boyfriend.

Codependency? Yes, | don't know.

But today was different. The last few days weeks actually
were different. | wanted to be close to him all the time.

| craved his presence, his heart melting smile, his very deft
touch. He was like a drug | needed to survive.

Which was why, | somehow found myself walking towards
the gym's gazebo at six in the morning, looking for at least a
glimpse of my mate.

| knew | shouldn't be here. Liam would be at my door in the
next hour, and then we'd meet Minnie.

Today we were going to visit an older witch apparently
turned into a cow and didn't know how to get back to normal.

| had no idea what Minnie could do to help her, but |
definitely couldn't lose. So | would have to be quick. I just needed
to be close to him for a few minutes, and then I'd be fine.

| waited.
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My eyes found him the moment | entered the lookout. He
was at the back of the gym, talking to Elijah and Kyle, arms
crossed over his massive chest.

His muscles flexed against his black shirt, and sweat trickled
down his face and neck, making him gleam under the fluorescent
lighting.

God, he was hot. He was truly perfect in every way, way and
manner. Part of me thought it wasn't fair, but the other part of me
was content to look at him and his perfection.

| sat on one of the two large leather sofas, watching my
companion very closely. It was crazy how much peace came over
me just being near him, watching him. It was the mate bond.

He was the other half of my soul and | wanted to be with him

as much as possible. At the beginning of our relationship, this
would have terrified me.

My dependence would have made me flee, run for the hills
like a coward until he inevitably came and hunted me down. Now,
though, it felt natural. In fact, it was incredible.

| loved him. He completed me. And after months of hesitation,
trust re-establishment between the two of us, and just general pain
from everything that happened, it was an amazing feeling to have.

A giggle escaped my mouth when | noticed the deep frown
on Grayson's face as he talked to Kyle.

Kyle had obviously just said something that pissed him off,
which, to be fair, wasn't hard to do these days. He was grumpy
with everyone but me.
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It was extremely amusing to witness him being all sweet and

affectionate with me when we were alone and then all moody and territorial the

moment we were in public.

Plus it definitely made me feel special. And loved. | was the only one who

really knew him.

| suddenly wished | was down there. | wanted to touch him, put my arms
around him and press my lips to any and all exposed skin | could get my hands

on.

| wanted to beg him to take the day off

damn the king's duties — and pass with me.

Knowing him, he'd probably get up, throw me over his shoulder, and carry
me back to our ward, where he'd sweep me from head to toe until | was a puddle

under him.

| shifted unconsciously rubbing my legs together as a deep throbbing

sensation began in my nether regions, causing a small gasp to escape my lips.

The fire inside me that | thought he'd put out last night when he spent half
the night with his head between my legs had officially reignited. And it was

stronger than ever.

Before | could stop myself, my hand reached for the button on my jeans.

Oh God, | shouldn't be doing this right now. Not when someone could
walk in and see me. Not when Grayson could find out and punish me for jerking
off.

He once caught me touching me in the shower and got

SO angry, so close to shifting, | almost pissed myself.
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“That sweet pussy is mine, Belle,” he said, his hand gripping
between my legs with an unyielding grip that had my mind spinning
and my breath coming out in gasps.

“If you need to come, come to me. Come to your mate and
let me take care of you the way you need it. Only | can make that
pussy throb with pleasure.

Did you understand?"

Needless to say, we don't spend a lot of time sleeping.
at that night.

| hadn't touched myself since then, and that was weeks ago,
just a few days after arriving in Zaweth. Fortunately, | didn't have
to. Grayson took care of all my needs and then some.

All it took was one seductive look from me, and he was throwing me into

any nearby surface and tearing my clothes.

But recently it was starting to look like it was
everything we did. It was all | ever wanted to do.

| couldn't be in the same room with him for more than an
hour without feeling wet heat start to build up between my legs.
And it was never Grayson who initiated our...activities.

He was always more than happy to participate, but he always
required a little more initiative from me. It was almost like he only
wanted to be intimate with me if | wanted to.

| was starting to feel needy. And sticky. And maybe even a
little naughty.

Don't get me wrong, there is absolutely nothing wrong with
an active sex life, but | was starting to
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questioning if Grayson really wanted to be with me this way or if
he was just placating me.

Was he getting annoyed at how often | wanted him between
my legs lately? And God forbid he starts thinking that's all | wanted
from him.

And the worst part is that we hadn't even had sex yet! We'd
done every other thing you could imagine, but his glorious cock
had never actually entered my body.

| knew Grayson was trying to take it slow so | wouldn't lose
my mind after everything that happened between us.

| couldn't blame him for that and | even appreciated it at first.

Especially since | was still a little traumatized from when
Azazel — in Grayson's body — told me that my only job as his mate
was to give him pleasure and power, right before he tried to force
himself on me.

But a lot has happened since then. My trust in him and my
role as his mate had been restored.

Our relationship has evolved, blossomed, and turned into
something completely different than it was during our time in Paris
less than a year ago.

The love between us was so substantial, so deep, it was all-
consuming. It was real.

Without warning, his eyes lifted to meet mine.
A tingle immediately shot through me and | gasped, nearly jumping
off the sofa | was sitting on.

My hand came off the button of my pants as if it had me
burned. He couldn't be looking at me, right?
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The other side of that window was a mirror. | had seen with
my own eyes the last time | was at the gym.

| was sure of it, | wouldn't have walked in here with the

intention of watching my mate without him knowing otherwise.
was sure.

So how the hell was he looking straight at me now?

My heart was pounding against my ribs, almost turning upside
down when his nostrils flared, taking a deep breath before
narrowing his eyes.

He said something to Kyle and then started to march on.
my direction.

Oh shit.

| squealed, jumping off the couch and immediately turning around.
to flee to the door behind me.

Grayson never told me | wasn't allowed here, but he said to
stay away from vampires. And there were a lot of vampires down
there.

And I've been so close to masturbating, so close to sayings
vampires. Will he be mad at me? | already knew the answer.

Holy shit, what if it really was a window and not a fake mirror
like | thought? What if people could see me?

Shit, shit, shit.

Before | even reached the door handle, it swung open,
revealing my still-shirtless companion. | let out an embarrassing
cry of surprise. Holy shit, he was fast.
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| thought he must have used his vampire speed to get here
so quickly. It literally only took a few seconds.

He looked at me as he stood in the doorway. He inhaled
deeply, taking in my scent. His eyes sparkled.

“Oh. Hey." | waved awkwardly. "And there?"

| took several steps back when he started to prowl
toward me like a predator stalking its prey.

His lips curved into a smile, telling me he found my discomfort
amusing. “You shouldn't be up here, mate.” His tone was deep
and rich, and my body reacted.

| swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry as a desert. "Oh
yeah. No, you are probably right.” | tried to look casual but
completely failed. "Well, | guess I'll go back to our ward then."

| intended to get past him, but found | couldn't.
some reason. | couldn't get my feet to move.

| didn't want to leave him.

Grayson's eyebrows rose and his smug smile widened. He
closed the distance between us with a big stride, looking down at
me. But he didn't touch me which was the only thing | really wanted.

“Do you need anything, Belle?” he asked, his voice low and
amused. He leaned in so his nose was running over my hairline.

| shifted, dragging my feet. “l, um... No, not exactly,” | replied
pathetically.
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“Then why are you here?” His lips were so close to my eatr. |
could feel his breath on my mark. Warm tingles ran down my body
to my toes.

“l... wanted to see you,” | finally admitted, a flush
deep up my neck. "l missed you."

He started to purr, and | couldn't help but lean into him,
putting my cheek against his hard chest to better feel the
vibrations. They flooded my body like a hot wave.

He finally wrapped his arms around me, and | collapsed
against him in relief. This was what | needed. | needed him.

“I didn't think you could see me here through the glass,” |
said softly as | nuzzled his chest. He smelled so good.

"l can't," Grayson replied, his voice low and deep.
He grabbed my head and tilted it up so | was looking right at him.

“But | can smell you.” He paused, nuzzling my hair. “I could
smell how wet you were getting.”

"What?" | screamed.

As much as | wanted to avoid the embarrassment, | wouldn't
even try to deny the fact that | was getting turned on by watching

him train, knowing it would be pointless trying to prove his incredible
sense of smell wrong.

So instead | said, "Does this mean everyone else can smell
me too?"
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He growled and pulled me closer. “I'd kill them if they smelled
what's mine. Only Kyle and | have heightened senses.”

My forehead dropped to his chest as | moaned. Well, this is
embarrassing. At least it was just Kyle and not the entire pack.
Though | was sure Kyle would bug me about it later.

With his fingers cupping my chin, Grayson tilted my head up,
and | was looking at him. He studied my face with his dark red eyes.

It occurred to me that | couldn't remember the last time | saw
his eyes their natural forest green. Was this something | should be
concerned about? | was starting to miss them.

After a few more seconds, Grayson growled. “Fuck, you're
beautiful. I'm lucky as fuck.”

| smile at him. | would never get tired of your incessant need
to praise me. When your soul mate was as beautiful as mine, it was
nice to hear there was a chance
compare.

One of his hands traveled down my body and over my ass,
cupping it in his rough palm. His purr increased and took on an
appreciative tone.

“l didn't mean to interrupt your training,” | mumbled, trying to
regain control of my body so | wouldn't do anything stupid.

| needed to change the subject — think of something other than
the good feeling of having her body pressed against mine like this. |
had already made a fool of myself.
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“I'm sorry if | interrupted. You shouldn't have to
run to me whenever i need you.

He shook his head. “I could never be mad at you. Especially
for needing me.” His hand ran through my hair in a reassuring
gesture.

“Actually, I'm proud of you for following your instincts.” His
fist bent down to grab my hair and he
tilted my head to the side just enough to see the mark on my neck.
He licked his lips. “Such a good companion.”

My mark had been improving since | arrived in Zaweth and
spent more time with Grayson. It was still a little red and a little
sore, but it didn't hurt as much as it did when he found me in Maine.

And it was all due to Grayson's adamant insistence on "taking
care" of her, as he called it, daily or basically any time he was near

me and could
put your hands on her.

That meant he'd park his mouth on the mark for hours on
end, kissing, licking, sucking and nibbling until my brain was almost
mush and my pussy was so wet it could put the Pacific Ocean to
shame.

| often woke up in the middle of the night to Grayson pushing
my head to the side and licking my sensitive skin with his sinful
tongue, sometimes as his fingers traveled between my legs to play
with my throbbing clit.

| had just convinced him to stop taking care of mine
marks in public, thank God.

“My instincts?” | repeated, breathlessly.
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“Something was telling you to come see me, right? I'm glad
you followed those instincts and came looking for your mate. I'm
glad you're taking care of your needs, letting me take care of your
needs.”

| didn't like how precise his words were. Something was
telling me to go see him like | was a magnet and he was — metal.
And now that she was here with him, she didn't want to leave.

Okay, so maybe we know codependency...

Before | could comprehend the words coming out of my
mouth, | found myself saying, “Can | stay with you today?” The
guestion came out in a rush, sounding desperate.

Grayson's eyes softened and | was suddenly embarrassed.
“I know you're busy, but maybe | could just hang out with you
during your meetings or something?
| wasn't kidding when | said | missed you this morning."

The corner of Grayson's lips lifted. “As much as | loved that,
| thought you were excited to help Minnie out today. You didn't
stop talking about it last night."

Oh right. | had completely forgotten about it.
Damn, what was wrong with me? A few minutes in Grayson's
presence and | was ready to drop everything just to spend more
time with him.

My shoulders slumped a little. "Oh yeah. You are right.

| should probably go with her. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and
all.”

Grayson must have seen the disappointment on my face,
because he quickly continued, "How long before you have to find
Minnie and Liam?" His gaze grew heated.
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"A half hour. Liam picks me up at eight.”

The next thing | knew | was being thrown over his shoulder and carried

out the door.
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Chapter 42

BELLE

Forty-five minutes later, | was sprawled across Grayson's
bare chest, completely out of breath as sweat trickled down my
still agitated body.

Grayson's fingers — the same fingers that had been inside
me just moments before — were running up and down my back in
lazy strokes, leaving pleasurable shivers in their wake.

He had just given me two of the most intense orgasms of my
entire life. He was getting so good at me

make fun that badly had to try harder.

He just played my body like a violin, knowing exactly what to
do to make me soar into the heavens over and over again, as
many times as he wanted, without any mercy.

But something inside me still nagged - nagged
even in the last few weeks.

No matter how much time we spent in this bed, or in the
shower, or against the kitchen counter, or on the living room floor,
pushing each other to new heights, it was never enough.

There was a constant need inside of me that grew stronger
with each passing day, becoming nearly impossible to ignore. |
wanted — needed — him in a more intimate (naughty) way.

| wanted more than just the orgasms we gave each other
with our hands or mouths, or desperately rubbing each other in
the middle of the night.
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Lifting my head, | rested my chin on his chest and looked
down at my mate. He was looking up at the ceiling with a blank
look on his face, lost in deep thought.

He was so lost in thought that he didn't even notice when my
hand started to wander lower, along his pecs and over his hard
abdomen.

We threw a sheet over our bodies, covering our lower halves,
but Grayson was still wearing his gym shorts.

And from the outline of his hard cock that was deliciously
visible even with the sheet and his shorts covering it, he wasn't as
satisfied as | was.

| bit my bottom lip nervously as my fingers dipped under the
edge of the sheet to play with the waistband of her shorts.

| felt his body stiffen under mine, but he made no move to
stop me. Unlike Grayson, | had few opportunities to pleasure my
mate, and not for lack of trying.

That's how things used to go between us: he'd spend hours
giving me pleasure, but when it came to his own, he'd always find
a reason to stop me.

So you can imagine my surprise — and delight —
when he didn't try to take my hand this time.

Slowly, carefully, | wrapped my hand around his rock hard
cock. | paused again, but he still didn't move. Instead, he closed
his eyes and | began to stroke him with long, deliberate strokes.
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| felt him harden even more under my touch, and a deep satisfaction
coursed through me. It was proof that | had the same effect on him that he had

on me.

| knew it was ridiculous, but sometimes | worried about
that.

“Fuck, Belle,” he groaned as | ran my thumb over the tip before moving

my hand down. “You have no idea what you are doing to me right now.”

| pressed my lips together to keep from smiling. | pressed them to his
neck. “Oh, | think | have an idea.” My hand tightened on the base, and her hips

bucked. He let out another deep groan.

Vertigo took over.

He really let me do it.

GRAYSON

Belle's perfect little hand was wrapped around my cock

throbbing, stroking up and down.

Her bare breasts were pressed against my chest, hard nipples pressed

against my skin, sweet lips kissing and sucking my neck.

My wolf paced around in my head, loving every second of what was
happening and encouraging with deep growls that I'm sure Belle could hear. She

probably thought they were a good sign. But she shouldn't.

| couldn't do it.
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Frustration was building within me as | said, "Belle..." | placed
my hand over hers to stop her movements. "Maybe we should-"

"No!" she instantly snapped, leaving me in shock. Before |

could comprehend what was happening, Belle was on top of me,
straddling my stomach.

Her wet pussy was pressed against me, it definitely didn't
help my situation.

“Please let me do this, Grayson,” she continued.
“Please let me make you feel as good as you make me feel.”

Fucking Moon Goddess, help me.

My mate — the sexiest babe on planet Earth was sitting on
top of me, completely naked, eyes pleading, begging me to let her
stroke my cock until | came. And | couldn't let go.

| just couldn't. Not without losing control. Not without doing
something | would regret.

She must have been able to read my expression because
her face fell. All the confidence she displayed just moments before
was suddenly gone. Her shoulders slumped and her chin dropped
slightly.

"I-l mean-" She looked away. She looked so unsure and shy
it almost broke my heart. "Only if you want. | don't want to pressure
you or... force you or anything. | never intend to-"
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“Force me?” | interrupted. | sat up slightly, propping myself up on my
elbows. | couldn't believe what | had just heard. “Do you think you have to force

me?”

Her bottom lip started to tremble slightly. "Il don't know, Grayson." She
crossed her arms over her bare breasts to hide from me, still avoiding my gaze.

"Sorry. This is all stupid-"

She made a move to get off of me, but before she could move, | grabbed
her hips. Did she think | was going to let her go after what she had just said? "Oh

no. You are not going anywhere.”

Belle squirmed in embarrassment but couldn't get away from me. | don't
think she realized she was rubbing her wet pussy across my abdomen, covering

my stomach with her arousal.

| was very aware of how easy it would be to tilt your

hips down so that her swollen clit was pressed against me. Christ, | would love to

see her come as she rubbed herself on my belly.

Suddenly it was all | could think about. | bet it only took a few minutes
before she started panting the way she always did before she started screaming

my name.
| could already imagine how beautiful she would look from this angle.

And it would be so easy to move her back so that her throbbing pussy was

on top of my cock.

My hands unconsciously squeezed her hips,

getting ready to give him another orgasm.
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“Grayson?” Belle asked me, her calm voice snapping me out of whatever

lust-induced hypnosis | was in. Jesus Christ, | was going crazy.

My eyes locked with hers. my wolf was
scratching at the walls of my subconscious, huffing and snarling with impatience

and anger.

He didn't understand why | wasn't taking this perfect opportunity to mount

my mate and finally make her mine once and for all.

He was even sending me mental images of Belle open to me in different

positions, my thick cock thrusting inside her over and over again...

Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!

| wanted to bang my head against the wall. | needed to stop thinking about

it. This was exactly why | needed to put distance between us.

My mate was trying to voice her concerns to me, and all | could think about

was fucking her and all the different ways | could make her come.

| could feel my body growing, dark fur sprouting on my arms as my wolf

stepped forward to take control.

"Are you well?" Belle continued when | still didn't respond. She studied my
changing body with wary eyes. "Did | say something wrong? Did | disturb your

wolf?”

Fuck, was she really asking me if she was the one in the wrong
here? How could she not see it was me? | was the one who took her
from her old life and then destroyed her heart.
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So | brought her back only to, once again, put her in danger by
being with me. | was the problem in this relationship, not her. Never
her.

"You know what? It doesn't matter,” she said. “I didn't want to
start anything.” She swallowed hard. “And now | honestly feel a little
embarrassed. | should get ready.”

Cheeks red and humiliation seeping into our bond and encircling
my heart like a boa constrictor, Belle covered herself with a blanket.

She couldn't even look at me. “Liam will be here soon, and |
know you probably need to get back to work.”

| let her crawl away from me because there was nothing else |
could do. | needed to get my wolf under control before | let anything
else happen.

If | let her continue, | couldn't promise I'd be able to stop. |
would take her here, now, my intent to protect her from the potential
danger of turning into a Fae be damned.

If she laid her hand or lips, or, fuck, if she even breathed on my
cock in the next few minutes, and | didn't take the chance and mate
her, | knew my wolf was too turned on not to shift.

He wouldn't hurt her, he would never do anything like that; no,

he would do it purely out of anger. Because he didn't know what else
to do.

Because he was just as frustrated and nervous as | was.

Because Belle was making it clear that she was willing and
deliciously aroused, and | couldn't do the only thing | could do.
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it would give you some lasting relief without also potentially causing
any lasting damage as well.

And | couldn't let that happen. And | sure as hell couldn't
change into a wolf when she was in this state. That would freak
Belle out, and she was already so shy and insecure when it came
to sex.

But | couldn't leave her like that either, thinking that she
| had done something wrong. No, fuck that.

| got to my feet, not even bothering to cover myself as |
walked behind her. She had fled to our closet to hide.

Her eyes widened when she saw me. I'm sure he looked as
angry as | felt.

My muscles were rigid and flexing with the effort to maintain
control while my wolf was still trying to get me to shift, making my
already intimidating form appear larger and more menacing.

In addition to that, my almost purple and still very hard cock
rose and fell with every step | took, slamming against my stomach
with heavy impacts.

| didn't say a single word before | grabbed her by the chin
and crushed her lips to mine. She cried out in shock but didn't
resist the kiss, instantly giving in to me and opening her mouth to
invite my tongue entry.

This was not a sweet or loving kiss like the ones
we usually share.

| kissed her fully and aggressively, pushing my rock hard
cock against her stomach, leaving her speechless.
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doubt about how much | wanted her and what effect she had on
me.

After a few minutes, | finally pulled away and found great
satisfaction in the way Belle let out a needy moan and tried to pull
me back to her. She was fucking beautiful.

“I want you, Belle,” | told her, my grip on her chin remaining
to keep her eyes on mine instead of looking away in discomfort as
| knew she wanted to. “I want you so much it hurts.”

| couldn't even believe that my will for her was something |
had to guarantee. The fact that she had any doubts at all was
simply unacceptable.

His damn lip started to quiver again,
threatening to bring me to my knees. "Then why...?"

"I'm already late for a meeting with Zagan." It was a lie, but
an innocent lie. One that saved her from falling into a hole of
doubts about our relationship that just weren't necessary or true.

“I would love nothing more than to let you do whatever you
want to me, but | know | wouldn't be able to hold back if that
happened. Things would inevitably go forward because | can't
handle you touching me like that without needing more. A lot
more."

Her mouth opened with his deep breaths, the scent of her
already overwhelming arousal becoming even more concentrated.

My wolf sent me an image of me pushing her against the
wall before taking her roughly and sinking my teeth into her neck.
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| paused, gritting my teeth as | pushed the image out of my
head.

“And I'm going to have a busy day,” | continued after a
moment. My voice was so deep and laced with growls that | was
surprised she could understand me. “I can't start something |
couldn't finish. And nothing between me and you will ever be in a
hurry. You deserve my full attention when we finally take that step
so | can adore you for hours and hours until you beg me to stop.”

Belle nodded, but her eyes were dilated, and her chest
it rose and fell with every shallow breath she took.

Hmm, maybe telling her | was barely holding back from
having sex with her wasn't the right thing to say. His arousal was

so strong now that | could practically taste it.
no ar.

All the relief | gave her with the previous two orgasms
was completely eradicated.

“But then, why were you mad? Why did it look like you were
about to transform?”

"Because | want you. | had to stop my wolf from changing
because he wants you so much.”

That answer seemed to relax her a bit and alleviate some of
her doubts. “Oh,” she whispered.

When she didn't say anything else, | pressed my lips to hers,
sweetly and tenderly this time.

She melted against me as usual, and | was reassured by her
reaction. She wasn't trying to break free, and the sense of
awkwardness through the bond had begun to ease.
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Seconds later, | pulled away. “Now, go take a shower before
Blackwood arrives. Only | can know what your wet pussy smells
like, and | know you made a mess down there.”

Her blush was back. “Oh, God, what time is it? Liam will be
here soon!”

“Then you better go. Because there's no way I'm leaving
you leaving our ward looking like that or smelling like that.”

She squealed and ran to the bathroom, dropping the sheet
she'd rolled up halfway.

The sight of her hot little ass swaying so seductively was the

last thing | saw of her before she closed the door behind her.

Dear Moon Goddess, help me.
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Chapter 43

BELLE

| couldn't stop swinging my leg while

| was waiting for Minnie with Liam beside me.

It was a beautiful July day, so waiting for one of my best friends with
another of my best friends outside a coffee shop, sipping an iced latte wasn't the

worst way to spend my morning.

But | couldn't control my anxiety. | kept replaying over and over a constant

loop in my head the conversation Grayson and | had in our room four days ago.

before.

The entire situation had been absolutely mortifying. Having your significant

other send you out of the bedroom wasn't exactly fun.

And to make matters worse, | had barely seen my mate in the last four

days. Of course, we spent the night together, but that was it.

Grayson left early in the morning before | woke up, so
| didn't see him until late at night.

He told me after that day that this week would be

extremely rush for him.

He had a lot to sort out after dropping the ball with his kingly duties

because he was putting all his energy into finding me.
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So | couldn't exactly blame him for not being able to spend time with me,
but I missed him too.

Desperately.

That, and | was really paranoid that he was avoiding me.
after everything that happened.
Argh, | wanted to bang my head against a wall.

Fingers snapped in front of my face. “Belle!” liam

he shouted, trying to get my attention. “Did you hear anything | said?”

| thought it was funny that Liam didn't call me Luna. He was

the only one besides Grayson who still called me Belle.

And even though | knew Grayson would probably kill him if he heard him
calling my name, | kind of liked it. It felt normal. It felt like home — a place I still
didn't feel like I'd found.

When | lived in Minneapolis, nothing felt safe or stable. | was in and out of

hospitals while tending to my sick father.

We lived in a house, then an apartment, and as money started to dwindle
and medical bills started to pile up, an even smaller apartment, and finally on the

couch of one of my dad's co-workers.

After my father died, | was alone and in a new home again. | was always

running, never taking time off or stopping for breath.

Minneapolis didn't feel like home. And the pack house of

Grayson in Minnesota definitely didn't feel like home.
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The closest | ever came to feeling at home was the short time | stayed at

Liam's apartment in Evergreen. Liam, Laila and | are a small family.

And even though | finally made the choice to move into my independence,

| definitely missed it. | still miss.

| shook myself out of the fog of insecurities and looked at my friend sitting
across from me. He was telling me something, and he was right; | hadn't heard a

single word he'd said.

"Sorry. I'm paying attention now. Speak again?"

Liam studied me with concern and perhaps mild annoyance. “You've been
out of sorts lately.

Did something happen?"

Yes, a few things happened, but telling Liam about my sex life wasn't

something | wanted to do. Minnie was another story. | told Minnie everything.

I've spent the last few nights on your couch with a bucket of

ice cream, giving her all the sordid details of everything that happened between

me and Grayson. | just needed someone to talk to about all of this.

“No, I'm fine. I just didn't sleep well last night,” | explained. “Tell me what

you were saying.”

Liam sighed. “I know you asked if we could hang out tonight, but I'm hoping

we can reschedule. Something came up.”

“Oh. Oh yes, That is OK. Don't worry”

“Oh, Luuunaaaaaa! | bought you a present!" Minnie leapt towards Liam

and me, holding a
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giant, pink, shiny bag that was almost half its size.

It was all wrapped up like a present, with colored tissue paper
coming out of the top and a huge bow on the side. She handed the
bag to me, grinning like a maniac.

"What is that?" | asked. It was heavier than | expected and
filled to the top “Is there a celebration today | didn’t know about?” |
looked at Liam, who just shrugged.

“No silly!” Minnie laughed. “You said you had no clothes
shower, so...” She shrugged, gesturing to her purse.

| grinned and began tearing apart what felt like an endless
amount of tissue paper until its contents were revealed.
My eyebrows rose. “So you gave me twenty?”

Inside were bathing suits of all fabrics, styles and
imaginable colors.

“I just bought everything | thought would look good in
you,” Minnie explained, excitement never leaving her tone.

“Which also happened to be basically everything. But hey, a
girl has to have options, right?”

| laughed. “I think they are enough options to last a lifetime
entire. | mean, seriously, how much did you pay for all this?”

She waved a dismissive hand. "Don't worry. My father paid.”
| shook my head in amusement and held out my hand for

pick up the first thing | saw.

“Minnie.” | said, smiling as | held it. "That's perfect!"
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It was a black bikini top, simple and practical. And | also got to
see the matching bottoms, it was exactly what | needed.

In fact, it was the only thing | needed, but | was so touched by
Minnie's kind gesture that | wasn't about to complain.

Besides, it wasn't like Grayson and | didn't have
space in our huge closet.

Minnie clapped her hands and jumped up and down. “Yay! |

put this one on top because | thought you'd like it better. Continues!
There is a lot more!”

She was right; there was so much more. Over the next few minutes,

| pulled out costume after costume, exclaiming appropriate oohs and aahs
at each one.

| wasn't a very fashionable person, especially when it came to
something as abstract as swimwear, but | had to admit Minnie had
good taste.

And as far as | could see, they were all my size too.

“I have a great eye for size,” Minnie explained when | asked if
she had secretly measured me at some point.

Liam watched us from the side with an expression of complete
disinterest on his face. | even looked at him once and laughed when
he looked like he was about to go to sleep.

| had just admired a blue bathing suit, the ninth outfit that
| took it out of the bag, and thought | was done, but | gave an
exasperated sigh when | reached inside the bag again and found
more stuff hidden under the tissue paper.
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“Minnie, did you mistake me for someone who lives on the beach?” |
chuckled, pulling out the paper. “I don't know what I'm going to do with all this.

You really gave me twenty, didn't you?

His smile took on a mischievous glint. "In truth..."

| didn't have time to try to figure out what she meant.

because | was already picking up the next suit.

And that's when | noticed all the lace on the other bikinis — and the lack of

fabric on the bottom. | immediately closed the bag, my eyes wide.

“Minnie!” | screamed. “Please tell me you didn't do that.”

| couldn't even look at Liam. | just hoped that

he hadn't seen what was really at the bottom of the bag.
Minnie laughed, totally and completely unashamed. "I did!"

"What?" Liam asked, suddenly interested for the first time in twenty
minutes. “What did she buy you?” He got up from his chair and leaned across the

table to try to look inside the bag.

| turned away from him, holding the bag to my chest so no one could see.

“You know in Twilight when Bella and Edward were on their honeymoon

and Bella puts on all those sexy clothes to try and make Edward... well, you know.”

Minnie blinked so dramatically it almost looked as if
was having a stroke.

“And that's my cue,” Liam interrupted, pulling away from us. It seemed that

he finally began to get the general idea of what Minnie's gift to me had been.
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"If you need me, I'll be right there, far, far away from this
conversation." He turned around, and in the blink of an eye, he was
several blocks down the street.

| would have laughed at his reaction if | wasn't so
ashamed.

| groaned. “Minnie, you bought it for me” — | looked around,
lowering my voice so no one could hear me — “lingerie?”

“It's not a bad word, you know,” she replied. “You don't have
to whisper. | mean, come on. You're trying to get the most powerful
man in the world to sleep with you and you can't even look at
lingerie without blushing?"

"l just..." | slowly opened the bag, looking at everything she'd
given me. As with the bathing suits, she had really done it all.
Although, there were probably twice as many options.

“What do | do with all this?”

“Girl, I think you know what you're supposed to do with this.
And if you don't, we'll have other problems.”

She clapped her hands again, screaming. “The alpha will die
when he sees you with this. Just wait, Ugh, I'm a genius!"

| wasn't so sure. Grayson saw me naked almost every
days, and he didn't even blink anymore.

In fact, when | got dressed in the morning, | usually found him
with his back to me, doing his own thing. | didn't think he was doing
it consciously, but it kind of made things worse, didn't it?

It was like he was bored with me. how the hell
Would covering myself in bright pink lace help at all?
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| must have grimaced because Minnie gave me a sympathetic
look and said, “Okay, look, | didn't mean to make you uncomfortable.
“You don't have to use any of this if you don't want to.
| just thought you might like an option.”

| sighed. Minnie had gone above and beyond to do this for me.
My internal conflicts had nothing to do with her.
| was being ungrateful.

“Thanks, Minie. Seriously this is one of the sweetest things

that someone has already done for me. You're the best."

She smiled widely. "I know." She shrugged and slipped her arm
through mine.

“Now, let's call Mr. Angry over there and get the hell out of here.
We have things to do and people to help. It's going to be a busy day.”

“Sounds good to me,” | replied. We put all my new bathing suits
back in the bag before linking arms and starting our walk to Liam,
who had somehow gone even farther than before.

| laughed. It made me wonder if he could hear Minnie and my
conversation from where he was and he struggled to get away from us.

My hand gripped the bag's handles tightly as we walked,
nervousness coursing through me as | thought of all the possible
ways to use its contents.

Anxiety gnawed at my stomach.

| looked at Minnie. “Do you have plans for tonight?” | cringed at
how desperate my voice must have sounded to her.
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| continued anyway. "l don't feel like being home alone and
| know Grayson is working late."

Minnie hesitated. “I would so much like to go, but actually
| have plans for tonight..."

My stomach sank a little.

“But | can always change my plans if you need to," Minnie
continued quickly. “You are more important.”

| smiled. Minnie was always putting other people before
herself. "All good. I'll be fine. It will do what you planned. I'll be
fine on my own.”

When Minnie still looked uncertain, | quickly added,
“Seriously, Minnie, I'll be fine. Do not worry about me. We've hung
out the last few days anyway.

"l can't wait to have you all to myself every night."

“I promise | wouldn't have to stand down unless it was something
important,” she explained.

“Why don't you go to the hot tub and change into one of the
new bathing suits | bought you? | can even lend you my copy of
Twilight if you want! So you can really get into character when
you decide to seduce your mate. Channel your inner Bella Swan.”

| laughed. That wasn't really a terrible idea. The hot tub part,
| mean. Although, | suppose reading Twilight wasn't a bad idea
either.

“You are very obsessed with Twilight. You know that, right?”
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Minnie scoffed. “There is no such thing as being too obsessed with
Twilight. | mean, have you read the books? They are pure gold.”

| couldn't even try to hide my amusement. “The last book
came out almost fifteen years ago. Shouldn't you have found
something else to read by now?"

She shrugged nonchalantly. “Art like that
it just doesn’t age.”
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Chapter 44

BELLE

“What the fuck are you wearing?”

| jumped at the sound of his voice, turning to meet the eyes of my mate,
who was sitting on the couch in our bedroom. | didn't even hear him come in and

| was surprised he was here.

He never came back so soon. | thought there would be one more
night alone.

I had just walked out of our wardrobe after changing into one of the bikinis
Minnie had given me. | planned to stay in the hot tub for a while. | was incredibly

tense.

All I wanted to do was lie back and relax in some overly hot water for the

next few hours until all my limbs felt like noodles.

| even had a copy of Twilight — Minnie insisted on lending it to me after
discovering I'd never read it before — and | was more than ready to lose myself in

a story about werewolves and vampires that wasn't mine.

And most importantly, | needed a distraction. One that kept me from

obsessing over the man sitting across from me.

“Oh, hi,” | replied. | hated how hot and restless | got around him. Instant
relief filled me just being

in your presence.

| even found myself taking steps towards him without noticing the

what he was doing. “I didn't know you were here.”
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He stood up, approaching me slowly.

He was handsome today. Who was | kidding? He was beautiful
every day. He wore dark slacks and a simple shirt, his muscles

rippling with each of his
moves.

“Answer my question, dear.”

| looked down at my plain black bikini. It was the most basic
triangle top and bottom | had ever seen. There was absolutely
nothing special about her.

But the way Grayson was looking at me, licking his lips as his
eyes roamed my body slowly, had me thinking otherwise.

| swallowed. “A bikini?”

Once he was in front of me, he reached out and played with
the drawstring of my top, just above my chest, rolling it between his

fingers. His other hand landed on my waist
new.

"Why?" he demanded in a dark, sensual tone that made my
nipples harden to diamonds. Your eyes fell

to my breasts, darkening when he saw them through the thin layer
of my top.

His hand gripped my waist tighter. Your
jaw tightened. And the sexual tension in the room rose.

Huh, maybe Minnie got something right with the whole lingerie
thing.

“l was going to read in the hot tub for a while,” | explained
calmly.

His eyes locked with mine, narrowing. “Wearing this?”
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The way he said it put me on the defensive and a

little insecure.

“Yes, wearing this,” | replied with my arms crossed over my chest. “After
all, it is a swimsuit. Or do you prefer that | go the way | came into the world? | bet

all you pack members would love to see that.”

Oops. | said the wrong thing.

Grayson growled, grabbing my waist with both hands and pulling my body

against his. | sighed.

"No way. You're not going anywhere dressed like that.” He grabbed my

hand and started pulling me towards the closet.

"It's not like anyone is going to see me!" | argued, trying to pull my hand
out of his iron grip. “No one is ever using the hot tub. Also, | was going to cover

myself with a towel until | got in the water.”

“No,” Grayson growled. “Were you planning on taking Liam with you at

least, or were you going to go out alone, wearing basically nothing?”

| continued to try to break free of his grip. | knew it was no use since he
was a million times stronger than me, but | wasn't going to let him take me down

without at least trying to fight back.

“Liam is busy tonight. Also, would you seriously want Liam to see me in a
bikini? Oh, maybe he could join in. Oh yes, that would be so much fun. Liam and
| wearing next to nothing, sitting in the steaming hot water. | bet we would be

really close after that.”

And once again, Belle, that was the wrong thing to say.
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Grayson growled so loudly that the walls shook and objects
fell off surfaces, crashing to the floor. | shuddered.
My ears rang when he finished.

He grabbed my chin in his huge hand and brought my face
close to his so we were only inches apart. "Go. If. To replace."

His voice was so rigid and relentless that | worried what would
happen if | didn't do what he said. He was crazy. Really crazy. And
| knew better than to challenge him when he was like this.

With pressure building behind my eyes from the tears I'd been
holding back, | turned and walked to the closet, feeling like a dog
with its tail between its paws.

legs.

| stopped at the door, looking around at all of our clothes.

What would | do now? Dress in the same jeans and sweater as
before?

| had absolutely nowhere to go and | knew Grayson wouldn't
be here for long. He was probably just stopping by to check on me,
like he always did before heading back to work.

So did that mean | should give up on having a non-pathetic
night? Putting on my pajamas and crawling into bed just to think
about how much | missed Grayson until | fell into a restless night's
sleep?

It was the same thing I'd been doing the last few nights. |
would fall asleep and immediately start dreaming about Grayson,
his touch, his voice and his smile

| tossed and turned, so desperate to be near him it was all |
could think about.
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I would only receive relief when he finally got home and crawled into bed
with me, wrapping me in his arms. | wasn't sure | could handle another night

without freaking out.

Making up my mind, | huffed, grabbed a towel from one of the shelves and

turned, intending to walk right past Grayson and out the door.

He couldn't just bully me into doing what

he wanted. | was my own mother, damn it.
"What are you doing?" he demanded as | passed him.
His voice took on a warning tone mixed with his

deep growls.

“Going to the hot tub,” | replied. | was proud of how stable and confident |

looked, even though everything in me demanded that | submit to my mate.

Stupid, tiresome nature trying to make me give in to the dominant male's
will. My instincts were screaming at me to go back to him and tilt my head to the

side in a submissive gesture that told him I'd given in.

No, not this time, friend! Grayson could just go fuck himself and along with

his masochistic ideals.

Another deafening growl came from his chest, and the next thing | knew |

was being thrown over his shoulder and marched back to the closet.

"No!" | screamed, kicking him and slamming my fists against his back. “I'm
not going to spend another night sitting in this room, waiting for you to come back

like a housewife! Leave me! Put me down right now! You're a fucking idiot and-"
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A ball formed in my throat that stopped me from yelling more
curses at him. Shit, was | about to cry?

Grayson's determined stride stopped suddenly.
His body stiffened, and | could feel his concern as he lifted me off
his shoulder with gentle hands and gently set me on my feet in front
of him.

| took several steps back, needing some distance from him.

| didn't miss the way he started purring at me, trying to keep it
down, because he knew | hated it when he wouldn't let me feel my
emotions and instead drowned them out with those numbing
vibrations.

| covered my face with my hands. | couldn't look at him.
| didn't want to look at him.

"Belle..." said Grayson. His tone was much gentler than before,
and that fact alone was enough to make me want to cry.

Somehow | kept my cool, determined to breathe

deep until the wave of emotions passed.

He stepped forward and grabbed both of my wrists, rubbing
the skin with his thumbs in gentle circles, trying to encourage me to
reveal my face. | shook my head, pushing his touch away from me.

“Belle, talk to me,” he coaxed. “Tell me what's wrong.”

| let out a shaky breath. | couldn't speak yet

“Come on, sweet girl. | need to know what's going on so | can
fix it."
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| finally let my hands drop. A few tears escaped my eyes, but
| somehow managed to keep the tears at bay a little longer.

| didn't look at him as | spoke. “I know you said this week
would be busy and | wouldn't see you much, but...but, um...” |
hesitated, my chest tight. “I think I'm starting to feel a little
claustrophobic.”

That was a hell of an understatement. | felt like one
addict locked in withdrawal.

Grayson cupped my cheek, wiping away a tear.
with your thumb. “Claustrophobic? What do you mean, baby?”

| sucked in a ragged breath. “I mean...all | do when I'm here
alone at night is sit and...and think about you.”

| gestured around me. “And everything smells like you, and
I'm surrounded by all your stuff and...” | shrugged, feeling utterly
pathetic. A sob left my throat. “I don't know what's wrong with me.”

Big arms wrapped around me, pulling me into his vibrant
chest. “Shhh, honey. Sorry. I'm very sorry. Do not Cry. Please, do
not cry."

| accepted his hug with enthusiasm, giving in and crying
silently against your chest for long minutes.

He held me through it all and purred loud enough that | could
feel the sound travel down to my toes. | felt like Jell-O when |
finally pulled away.

It was crazy how much better | felt after being in his arms for
just a few minutes. He was able to calm me down so easily.
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When | looked up at him and saw the look of concern written across his

face, | couldn't help but laugh at my own stupidity.

Damn, | needed to get everything under control. grayson

probably thought | was crazy.

| sniffed, trying to clear away the evidence of my embarrassing breakdown.

"Sorry. You look worried, and | didn't mean to worry you.”

| took a deep breath. “I just miss you, that's all. But | know you're busy

being king of the whole world and everything.”
| tried my best to put on a convincing smile.

“I'm not selfish enough to believe | should

to have you all to myself — even when | would like to.”

My hands were still partially wrapped around his massive torso, and |

played with the back of his shirt gently.
nervous movements.

“It's just harder on nights when everyone is busy and | have nothing to do.
And so I'm trapped in this room, alone, surrounded by his scent. | think | lose my

mind a little.”

His deep frown only intensified with every word | spoke. “I've been a terrible

companion,” he said, stroking the side of my face.

I immediately shook my head. "No. No, it doesn't. You are amazing and
perfect. I'm just in need of your time. It's just because | like you or whatever.” |

smiled,
trying to lighten the mood.

In fact, the last thing | wanted to do was make him feel guilty. Would |
spend more time with him if he offered?

Yes, in the blink of an eye.
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But would | want him to sacrifice the welfare of his kingdom
just because | was selfish? No way. If that meant seeing less of
him, so be it.

When Grayson looked like he was about to continue arguing
with me, | quickly continued, "Let's not talk about this anymore."

| waved my hand to dismiss the idea. “What are you doing
here anyway? | thought you were working late tonight. I didn't even
know you were in the palace.”

He stared at me with a neutral expression, and for a second
| thought he was going to try to get back to the subject of my crying.

But then, he pulled me closer so | was leaning against him
but still able to look at him. The sound of their purrs increased a
little.

“You're not the only one who misses your other half. | wanted
to take you out to dinner before | go back to work...” He trailed off

as his eyes scanned my nearly naked body one more time.
turn.

| almost forgot my state of undress, but | became acutely
aware again when his suddenly heated gaze landed on my heaving
breasts.

His jaw made a grinding noise as he gritted his teeth. “But
right now, | think | want a nice hot tub with my girl.”

My eyebrows rose in surprise, even as my stomach did an
excited flip. Jesus, | was pathetic. | would do anything to spend
more time with him.
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"Serious? But you were telling me to change like two

seconds ago.”

He shrugged, his hand sliding down to play with one of the strings on the
side of my bikini bottoms on each hip, which also happened to be the only thing

holding the garment in place.

A mischievous look came over his face. “I changed from

idea. I've had a long day, and seeing as how downcast you look, so are you. |

would love nothing more than to spend an hour or two with you in the hot tub.”
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Chapter 45

BELLE

| couldn't hold back my moan of happiness as | sank into the
hot, bubbling water of the hot tub. This was exactly what | needed.
Why didn't | come here sooner?

This was so much better than sitting alone in our wing of the
palace with nothing to do. And | guess it wasn't bad that Grayson
was here too, giving me his full attention.

Okay, maybe that's the best part.

That and the fact that we were the only people in the pool
area, so it didn't feel strange that my body warmed up as | felt his
gaze watching my every move with rapt attention.

| had the odd feeling that Grayson had something to do with
the lack of people here, probably ordering everyone to stay away
while we were here. | didn't mind though. Not even a little.

| turned to look at my mate, who was still standing on the
edge of the tub, looking down at me with an expression that made
my lips turn up and my stomach flutter.

| was starting to really love this outfit.

The room we were in had an indoor pool with loungers, and
| put my hands on the edge of the tub and let my legs float behind
me.

Page 471 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

| put my chin on the edge as | smiled at

Grayson, taking in every glorious inch of exposed skin with my own heated gaze

Holy shit, he was hot. He was standing there in just his swimming trunks.

All his muscles were on display and he was breathing heavily.

My stomach fluttered when | noticed the outline of his hard cock through
the fabric of his shorts.

He didn't even notice | was staring. He was too busy studying me and
apparently trying to control his wolf. His eyes were fixed on my ass as it floated

out of the water.

He licked his lips.

My smile widened. It was getting even more

fun than | had imagined.

“Are you going in?” | asked him. “Or are you just going to stand
there, looking at me?”

Grayson's eyes met mine. He smiled. “Oh, I’'m coming right in.”

He held out his hand to me the moment we entered the water. | laughed
and swam away from him before he could grab me. He growled, narrowing his

eyes playfully.

“Are you running from me, mate?” he asked,

slowly moving towards me.

| smiled, pulling away from him with every move he made.

to approach. “If you want me, you'll have to work hard.”

“You're making a big mistake, honey. Run away from

me only stirs my wolf’s instinct.”
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| bit my lip. We both knew he was more than capable of getting me
whenever he wanted, but | liked that we were playing with each other, like a

normal couple.
| looked forward to that kind of interaction with him.

“Do you think I'm scared of you?” | asked
to him. "You are-"

| screamed when his hands were suddenly on my waist, grabbing
me and throwing me over his shoulder. He spun me around in the air,
and | laughed and screamed the whole time.

"Grayson!" | laughed, patting his back. "Grayson, stop!"

| noticed the way one of his hands gripped my ass, his fingertips
dangerously close to the part of me that had been begging for his attention all
day.

It made my entire body freeze.

| shifted on his shoulder.

Sensing the change in my demeanor, Grayson stopped abruptly, letting
me slide slowly in front of him until we were eye level, one of his arms still acting

as support under my back.

We were pressed against each other so completely | could feel his heart
beating against my chest. Our breathing slowed until we were in sync, looking

at each other.

“Whatever our souls are made of,” | whispered as | ran my hand through

his curly dark hair, “his and mine are the same.”

“Hmm,” Grayson chirped. He brushed his nose against mine lovingly,

moving up and down the bridge.
“Did you just make that up?”
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I laughed. "No. It was Emily Bronté. Wuthering Heights."

He smiled the way he did when he was genuinely pleased. "I liked."

I wrapped my arms around his neck, getting even closer to him. "I missed
you. I'm really glad you're here. I'm really glad you decided to spend time with

me.”

He backed up until he was sitting on the bench built into the

bathtub, with me sprawled across his lap, pressed snug against his chest.

| was glad we were in the water because everything inside

| was starting to warm up.
"Me too baby."
Without much thought, | pressed my lips to his.

He moaned into my mouth, grabbing the back of my head and pulling me
even closer, running his tongue over the opening of my lips, encouraging me to

open my mouth for him.

| did, and his tongue immediately mastered mine, taking full control of the

kiss before | could stop it.

He tilted my head to the side, deepening the kiss with more passion. His

tongue entered my mouth repeatedly, making love to it and driving me crazy.

My hips started to move against his on pure instinct, and Grayson purred

in response. Jesus, the sound of her purring made me feel drunk.

“Open your legs wider for me, Belle,” he demanded against my lips.
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He didn't need to say it twice.

My knees hit the bench he was sitting on,
my legs opening to accommodate his large frame.

It was good that | was flexible, especially since one of
Grayson's favorite ways to get me off was to watch me squirm in his
fingers as | straddled his lap.

His thumb found my clit through the fabric of my bikini bottom
and began to slowly make circles, massaging it. My lips left his as a
satisfied moan left my mouth, my head falling back.

He stopped his movements momentarily to pull the fabric of
my bikini bottoms to the side, and my back arched in pure bliss as
his index finger made contact with my bare pussy, running along my
folds.

“Filly, I can feel how slippery you are even in the water. Let me
take care of you, beautiful. What about? This is what you want?" His
tongue trailed over my mark and up the side of my neck.

A tremor my body. my agreement was
embarrassingly anxious. "Yes. Please. | want."

Grayson smiled in satisfaction, and then his long middle finger
he was inside me, caressing me.

He silenced my moans as he began to thrust him in and out of
me, deep, rubbing my g-spot firmly with each movement.

That's when the fleshy part of his hand began to massage my
throbbing clit, and he slid another of his
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fingers at my already tight entrance that my lower body began to
push against his, seeking more friction.

“That's it, baby,” Grayson growled against the side of my
neck where he was sucking. “Fuck my fingers.”

With my hands on her shoulders for balance, my hips began
to rise and fall in faster motions, blatantly pushing my pussy
against her fingers.

Grayson leaned back to watch me, blatant desire etched into

every line of his handsome face as he watched me collapse on
top of him.

My nails dug into his shoulders as my orgasm took over.
With my head falling back once more, | whimpered and moaned
his name, the pleasure of those rhythmic squeezes taking over
every part of me.

It took a while for me to come back. I didn't know why, but
my orgasms were getting more intense and much longer.

At times it was so intense it almost hurt, and | would be
shaking and mindless for several minutes afterward, unable to
process what had just happened and how much pleasure | had
experienced.

Not that | would complain, though.

Grayson stroked me through the entire process, taking
control of the movements when | got too limp to do anything but
wait for it to end.

As the last of the tremors passed through me, | collapsed
onto his chest, panting, eyes narrowed. He took his fingers off
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me and hugged me, taking the time to suck and pinch my mark.

“Mmm...” | moaned as her purr intensified. |
loved to hear him purr when he was happy.

Grayson laughed. “Do you have any idea how fucking sexy
you are?”

| smiled against the bare skin of her shoulder. "AND?"

“Holy shit,” he swore. "Yes. | don't get tired of seeing you
come for me.”

"Hmm..." | could feel how hard he was beneath me. He was
more than just a little excited. And that thought turned me on
more than anything else.

My lips grazed her neck until they were right next to her ear.
“I want more, Grayson,” | whispered. “Can you give me more?”

he growled. “I think we can come to some kind of agreement.”
His hands started to move down my hips, intending to make me
come again, but I quickly stopped them.

“Not like that. | was thinking we could do something a little
different.” I rolled my hips over his, lining up my core with his
swimsuit covered cock so he was nestled between my folds.

| did it so fast he didn't have time to stop me.

Before losing the courage resulting from my intense orgasm,
| said, “I want you inside me. | want your dick inside me. | want it
so bad, Grayson.”

"Shit!" Grayson's hips bucked at my unexpected request,
and | gasped at the sensation.
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Taking advantage of our momentum and Grayson's temporary
lapse in judgment, | grabbed his face and kissed him with all the
intensity and need | wanted him to know.

| almost cried in relief when he didn't try to stop me like |
thought he would and instead pulled me closer, deepening the kiss.

His hands splayed over my ass, holding it, then his fingers fell
into the crease.

My hands shook with anticipation as | reached down and
started tugging on the drawstring of his bathing trunks. | thought he
might be too distracted to notice what | was doing, but | was wrong.

He stiffened beneath me, and it was as if the spell that had
kept him interested had suddenly been broken. His lips stopped
moving against mine and the energy between us dropped significantly.

“Belle,” he said. His deep voice sounded miserable and
haggard. He pulled his lips away from mine and grabbed my
hands to stop them. "Stop."

"Why? Why?” Panicking, | tried to pull his lips back to mine.
“Kiss me, Grayson. Please. Just keep kissing me.”

He groaned as if he couldn't handle my desperate pleas and
pressed his mouth back to mine. | ran my hands through his hair,
pulling at the strands, needing him closer, closer, closer.

Then they slid over his shoulders, down his pecs and abs. |
grabbed the laces of his swimming trunks one more time, hoping he
wouldn't stop me.

again.
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“Belle,” he moaned. He grabbed my hands, pushing
away. "Sorry. You have to stop.”

"No. No, please, Grayson,” | continued to plead. | didn't even
care if | looked pathetic. | needed that. We both needed this.

| tried to pull him back, wrapping my arms around his neck,

but he quickly grabbed my wrists, jerking them away from him in
one sharp motion.

| sighed. He had never been this hard on me before.

Then, loud and angry, he yelled, “Belle, I'm not going to fuck
you the first time in a goddamn hot tub! Stop. With. That."

| staggered back as if he'd just slapped me across the face,
my heart plummeting so deep in my stomach it made me want to
throw up.

| hated everything about what he had just said.

| hated that he obviously didn't want me the way | wanted
him.

| hated that he had to yell at me to stop and
realize he didn't want me.

| hated that he used such a vile word to describe something that
was supposed to be beautiful.

| hated that he was rejecting me again.

Cum. He said he wasn't going to fuck me in a hot tub. Is this
how he thought our first time would be? It looked dirty. It made me
feel. So dirty.
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Embarrassment washed over me and churned in my stomach like a ball

of fire. | suddenly felt like | couldn't breathe.

God, what was wrong with me? Why did | keep throwing myself at him
when | knew he would just reject my advances and make my heart feel like it

was ripping in two over and over again?

| kept pressing. | kept begging. He had every right to be mad at me.

| wasn't mad at him, though. How could | be? It wasn't like he had done
anything wrong. And it wasn't like what we had wasn't amazing, even without the

sex.
Intimacy wasn't all about sex.

It just hurt.
Quite.

The urge to vomit was getting stronger.

I shook my head, quickly looking away as tears unexpectedly started to fill

my eyes. "OK. Sorry."

| rolled off him and hated it when he didn't try to make me stay. “I shouldn't

have continued when you asked me to stop. Sorry."

"Belle...this isn't-" Grayson said as he watched me walk to the edge of the
hot tub and climb out. He ran a hand through his hair. "Fuck, I'm the one who

should be apologizing..."

“It's okay,” | interrupted. | tried my best to smile as | picked up my book

and wrapped myself in my towel.
"You were right. That's not... we shouldn't..." | with

Page 480 of 662



Machine Translated by Google

| angrily wiped the one that landed on my left cheek. | was being
ridiculous. “I think I'll go back to our room now. And you need to get
back to work, right?”

| didn't wait for him to answer. | started walking to
door, my chest tight and my cheeks hot.

"Belle,"” Grayson called after me, climbing out of the tub as well.
“You don't have to go back to your room. | thought you wanted to stay
here and read.”

I waved my hand with mock casualness. “This isn't even my
book. It's from Minnie. | don't want to get wet, you know?"

Suddenly, he was behind me, holding my hand.

He turned me around to face him.

There was so much pain in his eyes. he was like that for me
cause?

“Belle...I'm sorry.” His voice was so gentle, so genuine.
It made my heart jump in my chest.

God, | loved this man. | loved him more than I've ever loved
anyone or anything. It wasn't worth fighting about. | just needed time
to get over my embarrassment and then | would be fine.

| ran a hand over his stubbled jaw.
“I'm fine, Grayson.” A lie. "You do not do anything wrong." The truth.

| leaned forward and kissed his chest since | couldn't reach his
lips without him leaning down. "I love you, OK?" The truth. Truest
thing I've ever said.

He sighed and leaned in to press his own kiss.
on top of my head. "l love you too. Very."

The truth. At least, true to some extent.
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| leaned back. “See you when | get home from work tonight.”

Neither of us said another word as | turned and walked away.
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Chapter 46

BELLE

| felt totally pathetic as | walked up to Minnie's apartment
later that night. | got a lot of weird looks on the way here. | don't
blame pack members for staring.

| was soaking wet, barefoot, and only had a towel wrapped
around me to cover my black bikini. In addition to that, | couldn't
stop the tears that were streaming down my face. I'm sure it
looked finished.

My hand was shaking with emotion as | raised it to knock on
Minnie's door late at night. | knew she said she was busy tonight,
but | expected her to make an exception given the circumstances.

| couldn't go back to my apartment alone after everything
that happened. | just couldn't.

Whispers, muffled voices and giggles sounded from behind
the door as | waited. | shifted anxiously, wiping my tears and
averting my gaze as a pack member walked past me.

“Luna,” he greeted. | smiled back even though | didn't look
at them. This was so embarrassing. This was not how a queen
was supposed to act.

| knocked once more. What the hell was taking so long?

Fortunately, the door opened a second later. | looked up,
ready to fall into my friend's arms, only to find Liam standing in
front of me.
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“Belle?” Liam asked in shock when he took in my appearance.
"Are you well? Why are you crying? What are you wearing?"

“W-what are you doing here?” | answered. | looked around,
suddenly wondering if my state of sadness had led me to the
wrong room.

But, no, Liam lived in an apartment on the other side of the
castle, away from any royals — at Grayson's request, of course.

Minnie, however, lived in the Mortar wing of the castle, with
her own apartment, as did Grayson and me.

Liam looked...disheveled. He wore a pair of jeans, but his
chest was bare and he rose and fell with every hurried breath he
took.

Her hair was messy and disheveled and sticking up in every

direction. Her cheeks were red and a thin sheen of sweat covered
her forehead.

“Luna?” another voice asked. Minnie appeared behind Liam,
looking as disheveled as Liam.

Her bare legs were on display, and the only thing hiding her
body was a black T-shirt that ended mid-thigh.

Well, at least we know where Liam's shirt went.

“Oh, my God, what happened?” Minnie walked past Liam and
immediately grabbed me by the shoulders.

| would have been amused by the fact that she completely

ignored Liam to get to me if | wasn't so pissed off. She examined
my blotchy, red face from

tears, her bright crimson eyes filled with worry.
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“I-I'm sorry,” | stammered, pulling my towel tighter around me.
My eyes traveled between the two as | tried to process what was
happening. “Are you two...sleeping together?”

Liam and Minnie exchanged a hesitant, slightly panicked look.

“Did that kind of.. just happen?” said Minnie. "l feel
a lot, I would have told you, | just...”

“We can talk about Minnie and me later,” Liam
broke off. "What happened to you?"

| hated that my lip started to quiver and my eyes filled with
tears even more just thinking about bringing it up. | looked at Minnie
and shrugged. “I-I, um...”

“Liam, out,” Minnie demanded. She didn't even look at him as
she spoke. She grabbed my hand and started pulling me into her
apartment.

Liam didn't move. "What? I'm not going away. I-"
Minnie held up her hand, silencing him.

“Look, my friend needs me right now. We may be sleeping
together, but you need to leave so | can take care of her.”

Liam reached out to stop the door when Minnie tried to close it
in his face. “I'm not going anywhere until | know Belle is okay. | am
her guardian. | need to make sure she's not hurt.”

| shook my head. “I'm not hurt,” | explained through my tears.
“At least, not physically. | am fine. | didn't mean to interrupt anything.
| can go-"
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“No,” Liam and Minnie said at the same time.
"You don't have to go away..." Minnie started to say.

“Was that your fucking werewolf mate?” Liam demanded to
know, interrupting. “Did he do something to you? | sweatr, if he hurts
you, I'll hunt him down..."

“Grayson didn't do anything wrong,” | explained quickly before

Liam went and did something stupid. “It was all me. | just...... He
just...”

And that was enough for me to start crying again.

| buried my face in my hands as | sobbed, barely noticing that

Minnie had led me into the living room. | could also hear them
continue to argue about whether or not Liam should stay.

When | looked up, | could see her pushing him towards the
door through her chest. “I promise I'll call if she needs you.
| think she just needs to talk now.”

Liam's worried gaze flicked to me. "He is sure?" he asked me.
“l just need to know you're okay.
Just tell me you're okay.”

| nodded, a small but grateful smile curling my lips. It occurred

to me that, for the first time in my entire life, | had a support network.

| had a group of people who really cared about me and vice
versa, who | could go to when | needed to. I've never had this before.

| was always alone — even when my father was still alive.

You can't exactly tell your sick and dying dad that you're
having a hard time making friends because
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You're too busy trying to figure out how to pay for his medical bills,
can you?

| had a family now. Minnie, Liam, Kyle, Elijah and Grayson
were my family. They weren't my relatives, but | knew they would
always support me and vice versa.

And that's all | ever wanted. It felt so good not to be alone
anymore.

“I'm fine,” | stated firmly, leaving no room in my tone for him
to doubt the veracity of my words.

“Tonight was intense. You can stay if you want, but | highly
doubt you want to hear about my love life. You might want to save
us the embarrassment of me sharing the exact details with you.”

Liam's nose wrinkled in disgust. "Shit. Yes, you are probably
right.”

He stood there for a moment longer, looking at me, before
finally heaving a big sigh and saying, “Can | at least get my shoes?
And my phone?

| laughed. It was good to laugh. To my surprise, Minnie
looked at me like she was really thinking about shooing him away
barefoot and without a phone if that's what | wanted.

“Yes, of course you can take your shoes and phone!”
| said, laughing some more.

Liam gave me a grateful look as Minnie stepped aside to let
him in.

| looked at Minnie with raised eyebrows as he hurried to her
room to get his things.
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Her cheeks were painted with a deep blush —
that | didn't even know was possible for vampires and moved -
restless. “You're not mad, are you?”

| immediately shook my head. “Of course I'm not mad. Why would
| be mad?”

She shrugged. “He was your friend first. And | dont
| want nothing to come between us.”

“I'm not mad,” | repeated, giving her a reassuring smile. “A little
surprised, perhaps. But I'm happy for you two more than anything. You
guys are... cute together. Unexpected but cute.”

Minnie smiled. "OK good. I've been dying to tell you, but Liam
made me promise I'd wait...”

“Hey, did | hear you blaming me?” Liam asked as he re-entered
the room, shoes on and phone in hand. Still shirtless, though.

He approached Minnie and bent down to cup her face and place
a gentle kiss on her lips. She smiled at him.
“Call if you need anything,” he told her. Then he looked at me. “Any
one of you. Did you understand?"

Minnie nodded. “Yes, yes, we will. Now get out of here.
| have a best friend to take care of.”

Liam kissed her one more time before walking to the door.
“See you two tomorrow.”

After Liam was gone, Minnie turned to me. “I'm going to get some

ice cream and dry clothes. Don't move a muscle. I'll be right back."

| sighed and sank onto his couch.
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GRAYSON

| was in a shitty mood. Any guesses why?

I had just returned from a long meeting with three of the Mortar. They

preferred to work late into the night vampire thing.

They liked the night. Always nocturnal. It usually worked. | trained with the
wolves in the morning, met with the vampires at night, and did whatever was in

between.
But today, | had to use all my strength to go.

My stomach churned just thinking about what happened earlier. The way

she looked at me after | yelled at her.

| yelled at her.

She was trying to kiss me. She was trying to love me.
And | yelled at her.

Cum. Cum.

| could feel all of their emotions through the bond.

Sadness, hurt, disappointment. Never anger, though. | never despise. She was

so kind, so sweet.

It was normal for Lunas — mates of alpha males —

idolizing her teammates and thinking they couldn't make mistakes. Lunas were
naturally submissive and easy to

to tear down.

Belle would believe anything I told her because | was her alpha. | mean,

she believed so easily
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when Azazel told her that she meant nothing to me when he was
in control of my body.

And now she thought my rejection was her fault. But it was
my fault. It was all my fault. It was my fault | was going through all
this.

A sticky sheen of sweat formed on the back of my neck as |
remembered how she looked at me when | pushed her.

It was the same expression she gave Azazel when he first
hit her. Raw, tangible shock and devastation. And | wanted to die
for making her feel that way.

And then another emotion came over her face.
Humiliation.

If I could punch myself in the face, | would. Strong.
Incessant. Until I'm bleeding and broken on the floor. This was
what | deserved.

What Belle didn't know was that | wanted her as much as
she wanted me. More. | was dying without her. Losing my mind.

When | said | wasn't going to have sex with her the first time
in a hot tub, it was more for my benefit than hers. It was a reminder
to myself that she deserved better than this.

| climbed the stairs to our room taking the steps two at a
time. | opened the door and went inside, looking for my companion
with desperate eyes.

| needed to see her. To embrace her. To just be with her and
make sure she was okay. That | was so incredibly sorry.
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She wasn't here. Her scent was as old as mine, telling me she
hadn't been back here since we both went in the hot tub earlier
today.

Before | had time to panic, my cell phone rang in my pocket.

| still wasn't used to carrying that stupid thing with me,
preferring to mind link with anyone | needed to talk to, but | needed
to have a way to communicate with anyone who wasn't a werewolf
too.

| growled when it rang, planning to just ignore it, but ended up
taking it out of my pocket in case it was a message from Belle. To
my absolute relief, it was.

Belle: Hi, this is Minnie. | have Luna's phone.
She's in my house. Sleeping on the couch.

Thought you should know so you don't turn alpha-que

can't-find-a-mate and kill everyone.

| ran out the door a second later.

*kk

My fingers curled gently but hastily around the doorknob of
Minnie's apartment, and | didn't want to wake my sleeping
companion, who | knew was on the other side.

| could smell her coming off the wood, along with the scent of
her tears.
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| didn't have to wait long for Minnie to open, which was good;
five more - maybe ten-seconds and I'd break down the door.

Minnie gave a sad smile when she saw it was me. She didn't
hesitate to open the door wider and waved me in.
“Let's go,” she said in a despondent tone. "She is here."

| followed her into the other room. | let out a sigh when |
found Belle asleep on the living room sofa, a thin blanket over her

body and a pillow nestled under her head.

She was wearing a T-shirt now — one of Minnie's by the smell
— but | still — could see the outline of her black bikini under the
cotton. She never came back to our room.

| knelt beside her, gently stroking her head, careful not to
wake her. Tearstains were running down her cheeks. And suddenly
| was convinced that | was the biggest asshole in the world.

My vampire began to purr at her, and my wolf withdrew to
the back of my consciousness, leaving me in complete control.

My supernatural halves — both of whom knew how to operate
on instinct alone knew this was an important moment.

“How long did she cry?” | asked Minnie.

"She was crying when she got here," Minnie replied calmly.

The dew of her tears was still fresh on her face.
| shook my head. Fuck.

| looked at Minnie. “Did she tell you what happened?”
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She shook her head. “She didn't give me all the details.
He said he didn't want to spend the night crying. All | could get
out of her was that she was worried.”

"Concerned?" | repeat.

“About your relationship.” She shifted, pausing for a moment
as my body felt like it was being ripped in two.

“So she sat on my couch and cried and ate ice cream and
then we watched Twilight together.”

| clenched my teeth so hard it felt like my jaw was about to
explode. Then, as gently as | could, | lifted her into my arms.

The T-shirt she wore was wet from her bathing suit, clinging
to her skin. He was probably cold. | cradled her sleeping form to
my chest as if she were the most precious thing in the world.

Because she was.

And | didn't deserve her.

“Thanks for the support,” | said to Minnie. “She is lucky to
have you as a friend.”

Minnie gave me a sad smile. “She's lucky to have you too,
you know. You are a good fellow. Always protecting her, even
when it hurts.”

She was trying to make me feel better. And me

enjoyed the thought. | just wish she didn't.
| deserved to feel all the guilt churning in my stomach.

Instead of answering, | carried Belle to the door. “What time
are you two leaving tomorrow?” | asked Minnie before

to go out.
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“She said she wouldn't come with me tomorrow. Said he wanted
to spend the day in bed.”

| sighed.
"Have a good rest of your night, Minnie," | said.

"You too, Alpha," Minnie replied as | walked down the hall. “Don't
be too hard on yourself, okay?”

| would have laughed if | could have felt any emotion other than

hate even at that moment. For me

It was too late for that.
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Chapter 47

BELLE

My eyes were so swollen from crying all night,

that hurt to open in the morning.

| was extremely happy that | decided to stay home
today instead of going with Minnie.

All I wanted the last few days was away from Grayson and my ward, but
right now nothing felt better than lying in bed and watching movies all day while |

tended to my wounds.

Groaning, | tried to roll over, only to be stopped by a

heavy, muscular arm around my waist. | stopped.

Grayson was here. Grayson was never here in the morning.
He was sleeping beside me, pressed to my body, his grip on my waist strong

and unyielding.

No wonder | felt like | could sleep for

ever. | always slept better with him next to me.

| pondered that | didn't even remember coming back from

Minnie's apartment last night.

Grayson must have brought me back. | looked down. | was wearing his
shirt and boxers. He should have changed me

last night too.

| couldn't remember the last time | woke up with him beside me. It must
have been weeks ago. | wondered if he knew what time it was. It was nearly nine.

Was he late for something?
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| was sure he had missed training

completely.
“Grayson.” | shook his shoulder. “Grayson, wake up.”

His brows drew together, but he didn't open his eyes.

He pulled me closer with a huff. “You are disturbing my sleep,” he muttered.

| rolled my eyes. | shook your shoulder again, more
strong this time.

He groaned and finally opened one eye, looking at me.

“Can | help you with something?” he said lazily, seemingly unconcerned

with my confusion.

“You're still here,” | said, stating the obvious.

One of his eyebrows rose. "l am?" He raised the

head and looked around the room. “Huh. Strange."

| pushed into his chest, my heart fluttering as he let out a deep, sexy laugh

that made my stomach do a dip. “I meant, why are you still here? You know

what time is it?"

He shrugged, laying his head back on the pillow and pulling me closer.
"I'm not bothered.

I'm taking the day off.”

I couldn't help the look of surprise that came over my face. Since when

was taking a day off an option for him?

“But...don't you have things to do? you are not a king

or something like this?"
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He nuzzled his nose in my hair, inhaling deeply. "Exactly. I'm
king, so | can do whatever | want. And I'm taking the day off.”

| snorted. Was there something | wasn't understanding?
“Do you have plans or...?”

“Yes,” he replied. “I intend to spend the entire day with my
beautiful companion.”

Oh. OK. | understood then. He felt guilty about what happened
yesterday in the hot tub and was going to try to make it up to me by
spending time with me.

| should be happy. A whole day of Grayson for me?
This looked absolutely amazing. But it made yesterday seem like it
mattered a great deal. And | didn't want it to be a big deal.

| didn't want him to feel like he had to appease me when he'd
done nothing wrong to begin with. | wanted to forget everything that
happened and move on with our lives.

And, most importantly, | wanted him to spend time
with me because he wanted to, not because he felt bad.

“Grayson,” | began, already feeling the all-too-familiar emotion
of embarrassment welling up in my chest. “You don't have to do this.
| Know You're Scanned with CamScanner
Super busy. You can go to work. You don't have to stay with me.”

“I know | don't need to. | want. And there's nothing you say or
do that will change my mind. I'll spend the day with you, period.”
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“I have to run to the gym to help Kyle with some stuff and

talk about what's going on, but that's only going to be an hour or
so. And then I'm all yours.”

| wanted to dig a hole to bury myself in the ground for the
rest of eternity. Instead, | buried my face in his bare chest and
groaned.

Grayson took the opportunity to press his lips to the top of
my head, purring in contentment.

“Let me go,” | growled, pulling away from him before his
purrs had more than a calming effect on me. “I need to urinate.”

| grabbed the TV remote from the bedside table and handed it to
he. “You can choose the first movie if you like.”

Grayson chuckled and tossed the remote at the foot of the
bed. "Oh no. There will be no movie session today. | think we both
know you need to get out of this apartment. I'll take you out.”

“To go out?" | repeat. “What do you mean by 'leave'?”

"It is surprise." He stood up — momentarily mesmerizing me
with his shirtless body and muscular legs — and held out his hand
to me.

"Let's go. | will prepare a hot bath for you.
while | go to train and then we go to the city.”
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GRAYSON

When | got back to our room after practice, | could hear Belle
still in the shower, humming to herself. | smiled at her excited sounds,
happy as long as she was happy.

| felt so much calmer after spending an hour at the gym. | told
Belle that | needed to talk to Kyle, but that wasn't necessarily true.

| had seen Kyle and spoken to him for a few minutes, but the
real reason | left her was to go and relieve some tension before
spending the day with her.

| hoped it would help me not jump on her in the middle of our
date. It helped a little, but the closer I got to my little companion, the
more my control started to slip away.

Her sweet scent assaulted me and forced me to pause in the
doorway for a moment to try to get my bearings.

| walked over to the bed and sat on the edge as | slowly took off
my shoes. | was still shirtless after practice and was looking forward
to seeing how my partner would react to the

| see.

She was weak when it came to my chest and abs.
Her pupils were dilating and she was always fumbling for words. It
was adorable. And sexy.

Shit, stop thinking about those things.

The sound of her getting out of the tub caught my attention.
Complete silence ensued. The only thing | could hear was Belle's
breathing as she obviously tried to guess if | was here or not.
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| smiled.

Moments later, Belle's head popped out of the bathroom door.

“Oh. Hi,” she said. As expected, his eyes roamed over the muscles in my

arms. She licked her lips. "l didn't know you were back already."

My eyebrows rose. The smell of your

excitement filling the air told me she was lying.

| was pretty sure that if she lifted the towel wrapped around her body just a
few inches, I'd see how wet her slit was for me — and not because of the shower

I'd just taken.

No, she knew damn well | was back from my trip to the gym. She could

feel me, and her body was already heating up, getting ready to mate without even
knowing it.

Without saying another word, she opened the door and left.
Completely naked and soaked.
My heart almost stopped.

She didn't even bother to wrap herself in a towel as she paraded across
the room, right in front of me, displaying every inch of her beautiful, perfect body

for my hungry eyes.

| should have looked away. And normally | would.

As much as | wanted to see her get dressed every day, it was easier on both of
us if | looked away.

But it was completely obvious that Belle had planned this. She wanted to

seduce me.
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And even though she knew better than to give in, she still
| was so sensitive after everything that happened yesterday.

| needed to boost her confidence, to show her what effect she
had on me. | decided then and there that it wouldn't hurt if we spent
the first few hours of our day off in this room.

In bed, preferably.

| leaned back, enjoying the particular show my mate was
putting on.

Goddess, | loved her and whatever scheme she was planning
right now to get my attention, as if she didn't already have it all the
time, 24/7, even when | wasn't with her.

She was nervous. | could see by your breath and
elevated heart rate.

She had planned this.

My little companion was trying to seduce me. And it was
working — more than working.

| was salivating. Sweating. Mine felt like they were about to
explode, and pre-cum was leaking from my cock into my pants.

Somehow | was able to contain myself. It's for her own good, |
repeated to myself. Stay away from her and you'll keep her
safe.

This was becoming a lot easier said than done.

My vampire started purring without my consent, watching Belle
intently through my eyes. At the sound, Belle relaxed a little, some

of the stiffness fading from her shoulders.
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She still hadn't looked at me though, swinging her pretty hips over to the

dresser against the wall across from the room.

our bed.

She took a deep breath before slowly opening the top drawer and pulling

out some sort of lacy black fabric.

Belle was, right in front of me, putting on some fucking lingerie that could

make a stripper blush.

BELLE

| put on the fancy underwear calmly, not once looking at Grayson even
though | was dying to. Was he watching me? My heart rate sped up. My palms

started to sweat.

Oh, God, what was | doing? That was so stupid. |

| should have known it would come to nothing.

| walked past him to the full-length mirror across the room. | watched

myself, running my hands over my sides in a way that | only hoped looked teasing.

Even | couldn't deny the fact that | looked beautiful.

Well, at least | hoped it was. | could only hope it had caught Grayson's attention.
He didn't show any signs that he was enjoying it - or

even watching - the little show

What | was doing for him.
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A gust of wind ruffled my hair. | smiled. Grayson's glowing
hands gripped my waist from behind, then abruptly pulled me in
front of him.

He began to purr, the sound coming from deep in his chest
and vibrating down my back, making my entire body feel warm and
languid.

Something long and hard was pressed against the bottom.
from my back, and | had to hold back my excitement.

“Are you trying to kill me?” he moaned in my ear, his voice
disturbed and desperate.

| turned in his arms, winking at him
innocently. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”

Grayson's eyes roamed over my lace-wrapped breasts,
darkening significantly. His hands tightened around my waist, purring
starting to grow in his chest, automatically making me melt even
more into his embrace.

“Where the hell did you get this?” he asked, his voice coming
out all scratchy.

| smiled, wrapping my arms around his neck and threading my
fingers into his silky dark hair. “Minnie

went out shopping the other day.”

His eyes narrowed. “So you bought this just to
torture me?"

Well... if the hood fits...

One of his hands traveled over my chest and then
lightly over my breast, right over my covered nipple.

| took a deep breath. The space between my legs throbbed.
“I needed new underwear.”
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“You have two drawers full of underwear in our wardrobe.”
Unashamedly, his eyes focused on my barely visible nipple, licking
his lips with a hungry expression.

“Not the kind | wanted,” | breathed. “I read somewhere that
women can feel more empowered when they wear sexy lingerie
under their everyday clothes.”

Grayson growled and leaned in, his lips grazing the curve of
my ear, inhaling deeply. "No way. You are not going to wear that
today.”

"And why not?"

“Do you think | can make it through the day when | know
you're wearing this?” he asked, kissing my ear and then the side of
my neck, just above my mark.

“Do you think | won't freak out?”

| grabbed his chin and forced him to look at me, so
| stood on tiptoe and brushed my lips against his.

He groaned.
“Then I'm wearing it right,” | whispered against her mouth.

Without warning, | was picked up and placed on the bed in
less than a second, Grayson on top of me. His mouth crashed
against mine, claiming me, dominating me.

| kissed him back eagerly, pulling him closer to me by his hair.
My entire body lit up at his touch, begging for more.

| pulled away as Grayson continued kissing me.
His lips traveled along my jaw and down my throat, paying close
attention to my mark. | groaned.

“Grayson,” | whispered.
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His tongue slipped out and licked over my mark — completely
enveloping it and driving me crazy — before he responded. "What
Is love? What you need?"

“You,” | replied breathlessly. "l need you. Please."

“I'm right here, my beautiful. I'm here,” he said, never taking
his lips from mine.

His hands roamed my body, but never came close to
unclasping my bra or touching my panties. | let out a frustrated
breath.

“No, Grayson, that's not what | meant. To mean,
l... want you to want me.”

Grayson's body froze on top of mine. he if
he pulled back so he could look at me with his black eyes.

“Want you? Belle... Are you still worried about our
conversation the other day? | thought | made it clear how much |
love you. | want you so much."

"I know... | just... So why don't you..." | swallowed hard, my
cheeks turning bright pink. | was really
about to be that “Why haven't you...made love to me yet?” kind of
girl.

"Shit, Belle..." he replied, his head falling.

“Please, Grayson,” | said, not even caring if | was begging or
what he might think of me.
"l can not take it anymore. | need you to take me. | need to be
connected to you. | need” | gulped, feeling my face heat up “to feel
you inside me.”
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Grayson growled so loudly the bed shook. "Cum. Fuck, you can't say

things like that to me, Belle. You me...
Fuck."

He moaned, dropping his head to my neck, breathing in deeply, growls

coming from his chest with each breath.

Feeling his resolve breaking, | kissed his shoulder, then licked to the spot

that | knew would be where | would mark him if | were a werewolf.

| sucked on the spot and then bit down gently. he released a

violent series of curses.

“I need you inside me, Grayson,” | repeated, whispering in his ear as |
continued to kiss and lick the side of his neck, trying to mimic the way I'd seen

werewolves kiss their mates.

| pressed my core against his hard erection. “I need you deep inside me,

thrusting in and out, over and over, until you come deep inside.

| need you to mate me. Please."

Grayson was losing control over me. His hips were grinding fiercely against

me, making stars dance in my vision. Her purr was the loudest | had ever heard.

The sound was incredibly intoxicating. that was making me

releasing copious amounts of fluid from my pussy, completely soaking my panties.

Without warning, Grayson snarled and his elongated claws
ripped down the front of my lace bra, pulling it completely out of my
body.
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| would have scolded him for ruining my new underwear, but
| didn't get the chance because a second later, his mouth was on
my nipple.

| screamed with happiness. My back arched into his touch
and my hands gripped his hair, pulling him impossibly closer. His
manly scent was driving me crazy, my mouth watering.

What | wouldn't give to have his cock — the same one he was
still rubbing my swollen clit over and over again — in my mouth,
releasing his cum down my throat. | was desperate.

But not as desperate as | was for him to fuck me.

Grayson seemed to be feeling the same way | was. He trailed
openmouthed kisses down my body until he reached my panties
and then ripped them off my body.

“This,” | gasped, opening my legs for him. Any modesty | had
flew out the window the moment his crimson eyes took in my
dripping pussy. “Fuck me Grayson. Please fuck me.”

Grayson's growl shook the walls and the bed. “I need to taste
you first, mate. | need my mate to come on my tongue.”

Now, it's not that | didn't want that. He could lick my pussy
for the rest of eternity, and | would never get tired of it.
| doubted he would either.

When he started, you usually had to beg him to stop and
finally come up for air. But oddly enough, | needed more now.
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If he didn't stick his huge dick in me in the next few
two minutes, | would definitely explode.

| opened my mouth to protest, but was immediately silenced
when he ran his tongue across the entrance to my pussy.

Okay, so maybe an orgasm from your mouth isn't so
roomy...

“Oh,” | groaned. “Oh...”

| was so turned on it only took me a few minutes to climax,
screaming his name as my head thrashed against the pillow.

"What are you doing?"

“Shh, my needy mate,” Grayson said. He sucked my clit into
his mouth, swirling his tongue around it.

My head fell back. “Grayson.” | whimpered his name as my
hips moved against his sinful mouth.

As good as it was, we both knew it wasn't what
| wanted. “Grayson. | need your dick. Now. Please."

He groaned. “I can't stand it when you beg.”

Excellent.

He looked at me from between my legs. He made intense eye
contact with me as he licked my clit, once, twice, three times. It was
the most erotic thing I've ever seen in my life.

“Just let me take care of you, Belle,” he said. His voice was
so deep and smooth. It felt like silk as it traveled through my ears.
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He kissed my tingling bud with his glossy lips.
“Let me make you feel so good you'll forget about everything else.”

| tensed, finally understanding what he meant.
He was distracting me so he wouldn't have to have sex with me.

| sat up on my elbows. “Stop, Grayson.” | jerked his head.
“I'm serious, stop.”

Grayson's tongue slowed to a stop and he stood up.
His eyes immediately focused on my lips which were pressed into
a line in an effort not to cry.

“Belle...” he said. His hand cupped my face. "I did something?
| hurt you?"

| shook my head. Tears pooled in the corners of my eyes,
which infuriated me. Why do | always have to cry?

| grabbed a blanket and wrapped it tightly around myself. |
didn't look at him as | spoke. I'm just going to say this. “l need you
to tell me why you don't want to have sex with me.”

"l want-"

“I need you to tell me why you don't want to have sex with
me without lying recently, | keep thinking it's because you don't
love me anymore or something.”

| laughed nervously, which ended up sounding like a tearful
squeak. "Which is ridiculous because we're mates, and it would
probably take a long time for your mate to stop loving you, right?"

Grayson tried to answer, but now that | had
started, there was no way to stop.
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“It's just that, before everything happened, you could barely
keep your hands off me. You couldn't stop talking about how much
you wanted to sleep with me. But now... | know you're really stressed
and all, but | thought... | know something's going on. You've been
avoiding me, working constantly, and yet you haven't made love to
me, which | know has killed your wolf. | can see the battle inside you
every time we're together. What are you not telling me? Something
changed?

You do not want me anymore? Are you no longer...attracted to me?”

Grayson looked like he was in the worst possible physical pain
when | finished. Meanwhile, | was sobbing, my chest doing huge
leaps with the effort of not bursting into tears.

He pulled me to him. | wanted to fight his grip, but he started
purring before | could, and all my struggle left my body.

He laid me on top of him, my back against his front, his arms
wrapped around me. | knew what he was doing.

From this position, their purrs vibrated throughout my body,
soaking in the calming vibration. My tears slowed to a stop and a
comforting tranquility filled me.

"Better?" he asked me after a minute.

As if he didn't know the effect his mindless purrs had on me.

“| hate it when you do that,” | muttered.

He kissed my forehead, brushing my hair away from my face with
gentle, loving fingers. “No, not hate.”

| sighed. Was he right. | am not.
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“You're right,” he said calmly. “There is something | have
hidden from you.”

| silently waited for him to continue.

“Do you remember the portrait of the former queen of the supernatural?”

he asked.

| had no idea what that had to do with anything, but | nodded
anyway. “Evangeline. The woman | met at the restaurant.”

During my first few days in Zaweth, Grayson took me
for a tour of the castle.

On that tour, he showed me portraits of all the kings and queens
of the past — vampires, werewolves and everything in between — and |
was shocked to discover that | actually recognized one of the portraits.

| had known the beautiful blonde woman in the painting,

although Grayson claimed she had been painted hundreds of years
ago.

It was Evangeline. Evangeline Viotto, the woman | met at
restaurant the night before Adalee attacked me.

When | told Grayson about this encounter, he didn't
believed in me.

Well, he didn't disbelieve me - he didn't exactly say those
words, but he definitely thought the story was a little crazy and
forced.

But | knew what | saw. | knew it was her. | wasn't sure how
or why...but the former queen of the supernatural definitely came
to visit that night.

“Yes, Queen Evangeline.” He ignored my other comment.
“Do you know why she was considered such an important and
influential queen?”
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| shook my head.

Grayson took a deep breath. “She was a fairy, Belle. The last
of your kind.”

| turned in his lap so | could look at his waist steadily. He. He
grabbed my

“Afairy...” | repeated. “Like Tink or something?”

The corner of her lips lifted. “I think you're thinking about
pixies, although | remember Tinkerbell being
call of the two in the cartoons. The pixies are small, like Tinker Bell.
Fairies are human-sized.”

| shook my head. “Okay...”, | encouraged him to continue.

| could see the concern in his expression. He was
nervous to be talking to me about this. Why?

“Evangeline Viotto was a member of the Fae, one of the most
dangerous and powerful creatures of all time,”
Grayson continued. “So powerful that she was hunted and
assaulted most of her life. She was enslaved and taken advantage
of until her mate found her and made her queen.
Many say this is why she was a just and good ruler. She had
compassion for her people. She cared about them because she
knew what it was like to really suffer.”

| swallowed hard. It made sense, really. That's how she
managed to take my pain away that night in the cafeteria. She had
powers.

“Then there's a huge expectation on my shoulders,” | replied
quietly. | relaxed at the sound of her purring, seeking the comfort
she gave me.

“You are a wonderful queen. It's not my goal to make you feel
inadequate. They say that all the queens of the
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supernatural know suffering. It's what makes them so

compassionate and kind to their people. You will be an amazing queen.
But | never want you to be persecuted the way she was because

of your powers.”

"Good thing I'm only human then," | said, giving
him a smile “No one will care about me, right?”

Grayson's lips tightened into a deep frown. My heart
squeezed in my chest.

"What?" | asked him. | massaged his shoulders, trying to
calm him down, noticing for the first time that they were a little
bigger than usual. His eyes were black.

| hadn't realized how close to the surface his wolf was. | was
getting used to your eyes changing

cor.

There was something really bothering him.

"Talk to me, Grayson," | begged, feeling a little
panic now. “Why are you telling me all this?”

When he still didn't answer me, | did the only thing I could
think of. | leaned in and pressed my lips to his.
It only took one for him to groan and pull me closer, deepening
the kiss.

He thrust his tongue into my mouth, making love to mine in
long, teasing strokes that made my stomach churn and clench.

His hands ran from my waist to my bottom, massaging with
a low growl. The movement only made me budge against him, my
hips starting to thrust forward slightly.
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| could feel his hard length beneath me, long and thick and
desperate. | sighed.

“Fuck, | want you, Belle,” he groaned against my lips, driving
my hips over his in a way that was driving me crazy. “I fucking
want you.”

“You have me,” | whispered back, just brushing my
lips on his as she spoke. "What are you waiting for?"

| screamed in surprise when | was suddenly flipped over so |
was lying on my back.

| looked at Grayson with wide eyes as he gently spread my
legs and settled his massive frame between them, using his hands
for support on either side of my head.

His lips crashed back onto mine in a desperate, passionate
kiss. | groaned.

But then he walked away. He looked at me for several long
seconds before saying, "Come with me."
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Chapter 48

GRAYSON

Once we were both dressed and | made sure she wasn't
wearing any of the damn lingerie Minnie bought her, | led Belle
through the halls of the castle.

It was a bit of a long walk, but | never let go of Belle's hand for

a single moment. She smelled amazing, like sweet sex and mating
pheromones.

| almost cursed when | thought of the way she begged me to
make love to her in our bedroom, pushing her wet pussy against me,
licking and kissing the area of the mark and whimpering in my ear.

Fuck, she almost killed me. It was a miracle | got out of there
alive.

She had a right to know exactly what was going on.
asking from me. And it's about time | told her.

"Where are we going?" she asked.

She had never been to this part of the castle before. Has been blocked
for a reason.

“The files,” | replied.
"Because?"
“Because there is something | need to show you.”

Belle's small hand gripped mine so tightly that when | looked
down at it, | saw that it was white. | was scaring my poor mate.
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| pulled her to me gently and lifted her into my arms, cradling
her to my chest. | purred as | continued to walk and only relaxed
when | felt her snuggle into my neck with a sigh.

We went down several flights of stairs until we couldn't go any further.
away, reaching the lowest level of the palace, underground.

It was a giant maze down there with twists and turns that could
trap a person in an endless loop if you weren't careful.

| maneuvered with ease though, having got down there
hundreds of times when he was still looking for Belle.

| finally stopped at the end of a long hallway, which ended in
an archway. | stopped in the small brick room. It was dark and the
air was heavy with condensation.

| put Belle on the floor. She turned, surveying the room.

“Is this where you tell me this was all just a big joke and it kills
me?” She laughed nervously.

| walked over to the wall on the other side of it and removed a
loose brick from the stone layers. Behind it was a small box of
matches, which | picked up.

“King Elijah Viotto came from a powerful bloodline of vampires
who had the power to create and manipulate fire.” | held up the
matchbox for her to see. "Since | don't have those powers..."

| lit a match and held it up to one of the torches that lined the
walls of the small room, lighting it with fire.
Immediately, the fire spread and all the torches ignited.
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Belle took several steps back. "I don't think I'll ever get used
to magic," she muttered uneasily.

| walked to the opposite side of the room, where the bricks
on the wall were arranged in a circle the size of a car tire.

My eyes turned red and fangs sprouted from my gums as
my vampire surged into my mind. | didn't even need to call him,
He knew where we were and what | needed.

Silently, | pressed one of my fangs into the pad of my right
thumb until it broke the surface of my skin. A drop of blood formed
on my thumb.

| looked back at Belle, who was watching me with
skeptical interest.

“It only works on the blood of royalty,” | explained.

“And since I'm the only living royal, at least until we complete
the mating process” — my entire body tensed at the mention of
mating — “I'm the only person in the world who can enter this room.”

| pressed my bloodied thumb into the center of the circle on
the wall. The bricks began to spin towards the circle, slowly at first
and then faster.

Eventually, they were moving so fast that an ordinary
person's gaze wouldn't be able to keep up.
It became a huge blur of wind and brick.

“Yeah, fine,” Belle said as she looked at the spot where the

wall used to be in awe. she walked up to
me.
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“That was the coolest thing I've ever seen. Are you telling
me this has been here all along and you just now showed it to me?”
She slapped my chest. “You are hiding things from me.”

| led her a few steps forward with my hand on her back. “Why
don't you look what's inside and then try telling me that again?”

Behind the wall was another, larger room, lit by the same
torches that surrounded us.

The room was filled with tables with incredible artifacts and

relics, dating back centuries, all related to the life of supernatural
royalty.

The amount of history in this room alone was absolutely
astonishing. And it would have gone unnoticed if not for Cassian
Mortar getting lost several years ago and finding the room.

Someday, | planned to really explore the archives —

pull it all out and assess its significance. Maybe I'd even make a
museum out of it all.

But for now, its sole purpose was to house and preserve the
object that was the sole reason we were here now.

Belle hesitated, her eyes darting around the files,
probably confused as to why | brought her here.

| gently took her hand, bringing her attention to me. “You
have nothing to fear. It's perfectly safe in there,” | told her.

She didn't look convinced. “I just...| have a feeling that
whatever you're about to show me is going to be a very important
one. It will explain why you've been acting so strange since we got
back from Maine and why you haven't taken the step.
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final to officially mate with me and make me his. And that's what |
want. But before that happens, | just need to know that when we
leave that room, you'll still be mine.

partner. It won't end with me losing you, right?"

| swore low. “The fact that you have to ask that...”
I ran my hand over my face.

“Get those damn thoughts out of your head. You will never
get rid of me. It would be easier to find a grain of salt in a sandbox.”

Before she could respond and probably present me with more
evidence of what a horrible mate I'd been to her, | scooped her up
in my arms and threw her over my shoulder.

Belle squealed. “What are you-*

“Enough of that,” | snapped. | marched to the podium. On top
of it was a piece of parchment scrawled in ink and lit by the torches
that surrounded us.

“Read,” | grumbled as | placed it in front of him.

His eyes scanned the old, fragile document. "This is it...?"
She looked at me. “Is this the prophecy?”

| nodded. “Read,” | repeated.

She looked down. My body simultaneously relaxed and filled
with anxiety. | knew | should have told her about this prophecy a
long time ago. After all, it was her life that was in danger.

| just had to do everything in my power to protect

the

| wrapped my arms around her from behind, pulling her to me
so that her back was completely
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pressed against my forehead, not an inch of space between us.

| studied her for a while, looking for any signs of fear or panic
on her face. The prophecy was long, though, and it was taking her
time to absorb all the information it offered.

“Immortal king...”, she read aloud. “Immortal King?” His gaze
locked with mine. “Are you talking about you?”

My chest rose and fell restlessly as | nodded.

“But... that means you'll live forever — without me.” Her bright
blue eyes widened, her tongue sliding out to wet her lower lip. Is
that why you didn't mate with me? Are you afraid that | will die and
you will have to go on without me?”

| held her closer, a low growl leaving my chest. "No. You die,
| die. Did you understand? | refuse to live without you.” | squeezed
her hips gently. "Keep reading."

"But I-"

“Belle,” | coaxed. “Let's talk after you read
all. OK baby? Don't start panicking just yet.”

"Oh, so there's more reason to panic?" she
he said, his voice sounding stressed.

"Nothing we can't handle together."

After a moment's hesitation, she turned and looked at the
podium.

| hated all the stress | was causing her — | had been causing
her. | could feel the worry emanating from her in waves and my
protective instincts took over.
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| swept her hair over her shoulder, revealing her bare neck to
me. My lips grazed her mark as she continued to read, my chest
vibrating with my vampire's deep purrs.

She leaned back against me, her fingers losing their grip.
tension they had in my arms, which were still wrapped around her.

My only goal was to soothe her, but | definitely didn't mind
when the scent of her arousal and mating pheromones filled the
small room's air, mingling with the scent of wet stone and damp air.

His breathing quickened and I bit back a moan as my already
hard cock twitched in my pants. | knew Belle could feel it, the air
around us so sexually charged with tension it was almost suffocating.

| couldn't stop my lips from kissing from his mark to his pulse.
His heart was beating frantically under my lips, racing even faster
as | sucked on his
neck.

It was all | could do not to sink my fangs into her throat and
swallow her sweet blood, knowing all it would do was send them
both into a frenzy.

“Do you want me to read this or not?” Belle demanded,
unconsciously wiggling her beautiful ass against my cock.

| chuckled into his neck despite my feelings of despair. "Sorry
love. I'm just looking forward to it.”

She didn't answer, turning back to the prophecy.

“And she will become a member of the Fae. They will assume the

throne, reincarnated king and queen,” she read aloud.
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My lips pulled away from her skin, but my purrs only got
louder as she continued to tense with every word she read.

"What this means?" she asked me, pointing to the
part that explains their transition after mating.

“It means you're going to change after we mate,” | explained
softly. “You will become a fairy like Evangeline Viotto.”
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Chapter 49

GRAYSON

"You're kidding right?" Belle asked.

“I'm not kidding, love. | wish. Everything in that prophecy is true.”

Belle turned, and | knew she would have tried to pull away from me in a
panic if | hadn't pinned her quickly against the podium pressing my body in front

of her.

She looked down at my chest, her gaze unfocused, her thoughts racing a
million an hour. "A fairy. A fairy. OK. I, um...” She let out a big sigh. "Sorry, I'm

just trying to process all of this."

“Okay,” | said, trying to calm her down. "Unhurried."

“A fairy,” she repeated once more. "But what does it mean? His voice rose
an octave. “Do | have to become a fairy if we want to be together? “I don't think |
even know what a fairy really is. What they do? What kind of powers do they

have? And will it hurt?”

“You told me changing into your wolf was too painful the first time. It will be
like this? Will this happen right away? As soon as we're done, I'm going to pass

out, or it's going to be a few days.”

"Hey Hey hey." | held his face between my hands. “Take a few deep

breaths for me, okay? | need you to calm down so my wolf doesn't lose his mind.”

| could already feel my inner beast getting ready to
fight conscience.
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He wanted to wrap her in his fur and force her to sleep, convinced
that a good night's sleep was what she needed whenever she was
upset.

Belle didn't hear me at first. | could see her thoughts racing
behind her eyes as she tried to process everything.

“Come here, love,” | purred, pulling her to my chest.
vibrant.

She only struggled with me for a second before laying her head
down on the vibrations and wrapping her arms around me. Her muscles
began to relax almost instantly.

"That's right. That's my girl. Just Breathe."

We stayed like that for a few seconds. So she spoke against
my shirt. “Is that why you haven't... been with me?” that's why

| hardened. "Yes. | would have had sex with you that first night
in that hotel in Maine if | could have. It's killing me not being able to
bond with you.”

"Why did not you tell me?"

"l wanted. You have no idea how much | wanted to tell you.
But | had just found you again. | was already burdening you so much
with Azazel, and my vampire, and becoming queen. | couldn't risk
scaring you when | had just started to earn your trust back.” | ran my
hand through her hair. “I didn't mean to burden you.”

"So does that mean... we'll never complete the mating ritual?"
His hands curled into my shirt. "You

Will you never stay with me like this because you are afraid of what
might happen?”
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“Fucking hell I won't. I'll eat you and your pussy
sweet. And so on. Make no mistake about it.”

“But what about-?"

“Nothing 